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The Horns of Hattin. Horns of the devil. 


Thierry still felt the smoke burn his throat, and no 
swallowing could take the pain away. His head throbbed 
from the heat, here on the waterless devil’s playground 
where he’d lost his horse and his comrades. Where the 
Saracens had snatched victory from them—drawing them 
out between the Horns, cutting them off from water, then 
setting fire to the dry grass, increasing the torment of thirst 
and heat. 


Twelve thousand men under Saladin; he had a thousand 
knights on horses, and there were twenty thousand 
Christians on foot to fight them. The Christians had charged, 
and the Saracens had moved out of their way, allowed them 
to pass—only to catch them like a stag surrounded and 
beset by dogs on all sides. On the hill they’d stood, but 
wave upon wave upon wave of Saracens charged at them, 
until the foot soldiers had been worn away, and only a few 
hundred knights remained. 


They had pulled Thierry from his wounded horse, and, in the 
pandemonium of battle, blind with sweat and dazed by the 
merciless heat, strong hands took his sword and shield, 


almost broke his leg as his spur tangled in the stirrup. They 
forced him onto his belly, into the dust, coughing his heart 
out. 


They had tied him up like a sheep, tied his arms and legs, 
and let him lie, helpless, breathing dust and smoke, 
listening to the infernal screams of the wounded, the shouts 
of the victors. The labored breath of his dying charger, 
suffering badly in the heat. 


If there was hell on earth, thought Thierry, this was it. 
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Barely conscious, he had been manhandled onto his knees, 
and then he felt a great weight leaving him. A vicious- 
looking dagger glinted in front of his eyes. Thierry could only 
cough helplessly, swallow more dust through the chainmail 
coif’s front flap covering his chin and mouth, and be grateful 
for something that wasn’t kindness, when the dagger 
severed the leather strap that held the chin flap near his 
ear. 


He looked into a wild, dark face, with eyes like burning 
coals; while another man pulled the chainmail coif down into 
his neck, baring his head. A rough hand grabbed his hair 
and pulled his head back. Thierry froze as his throat was 
bared—wasn’t this how they killed their animals? 


The Saracen showed his teeth with what could only be 
described as naked hatred, when somebody else called out 
in their language. Thierry had only recently arrived from 
France—he didn’t understand a word, they spoke too fast, 
but the Saracen clearly disliked what he’d heard. He 
sheathed the dagger again and spat on the ground. 


The two men who held Thierry dragged him forward before 
Thierry could manage to walk with the restraints—he could 
only take very small steps, which made him stumble more 
than once. Nevertheless, he would live, and he thanked God 
for whatever the other man had said. 


They dragged him to a tent. By now he was so thirsty he 
could smell water, but he didn’t expect kindness. If they 
would ransom him, they’d have to keep him alive. If there 
was one thing the bloodthirsty heathens liked more than 
spilling Christian blood and harrowing the believers, it was 
good Christian silver. 
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They tied his hands to the tent pole and forced him to sit 
down, then a leather strap went across his throat and was 
fastened behind the pole. He was then left, with a guard 
poking his head in at intervals. 


It was dark when they returned. His captor was even more 
displeased now, but he carried a heavy bag of coin, while 
two men—who wore armor and weapons of far better 
quality—seized Thierry again. 


He’d been bought and sold. But to what end? 


They brought him to a richer tent—Thierry could only 
assume that some eminent personage had paid for him. The 
ransom would be paid one way or other; this new 
development would not change anything about the ransom. 
It made no sense. 


The guards dropped him to the ground, then roughly opened 
his belt with the leather scabbard and pulled it away. The 
white cappa was next, and they cursed him, impatient when 


the tight sleeves did not come off from the chainmail shirt 
immediately. 


Then the long chainmail shirt and the chainmail gloves, 
baring him to the padded jerkin. 


They threw his armor to the ground, where it gathered ina 
small heap. They even took his spurs, the chainmail shoes, 
and the chainmail leggings, relieving him of every piece of 
metal he wore. 


They exchanged a few words that Thierry did not 
understand, and they proceeded to undress him, claiming 
the padded knee-length jerkin next. All this was no 
kindness, not meant to give him relief from the weight or 
the heat, even if Thierry felt his spirits return somewhat. 
They might sell it, or prepare him for torture, he realized 
with sudden terror. Maybe he would not be ransomed before 
he’d given up whatever secrets they thought he possessed. 
Fear made his skin crawl; he could glean nothing from the 6 


hateful faces of his captors. He hoped against hope that 
they wouldn’t mistreat him; that their end was silver, not 
secrets. 


When he wore only his woolen leggings and breeches, with 
the white linen shirt covering his chest and half of down his 
thighs, girded with a red wool belt, the Saracens then tied 
his legs again and made him stand against the pole, where 
they tied his wrists over his head. 


Thierry closed his eyes with relief when they left him. No 
torture—or, not yet. He had time to make his peace with 
God and remember the lessons he’d learnt about captivity 
during the initiation. They’d try and break his faith. His own 
officers in the order had forced him to spit on the cross, to 
deny God, and while his soul had been consumed with terror 


at the blasphemy, it had been nothing but a test. A test to 
prepare him for this. This, the real thing: the ire of the 
heathens. 


The next man who came in could have been a Saracen, 
could have passed for any other figure who had bustled past 
Thierry in robes and turbans and dark-eyed glares. He was a 
lean wolf of a man; the pitch-dark hair fit in and the swarthy 
Skin— 


though the swarthiness could have been from the sun. 
There was no doubt from his carriage, his sure movements 
executed with natural, brutal efficiency, that he was the one 
who belonged here. The shrouding robes and turban merely 
punctuated the effect. 


He paused at the tent’s opening, his tall, straight-backed 
form silhouetted against the brutal sun, then let the tent 
flap fall in a gentle cloud of dust. He breathed in through his 
nose once, but if he expected the stench of sweat and blood 
and heat and death and heat to have subsided, he was 
wrong. He ought to know better by now. The 7 


prisoner had carried the gore of the battlefield with him, and 
he scarcely looked better than the dead men being thrown 
into a dug-out half a mile away. 


A curious void surrounded the man. Where the others 
gloated in their triumph or seethed over residual hatred, 
Abdul Basir, as he now called himself, seemed to carry little 
of that with him, or else hid it carefully away, behind the 
face that almost, but not quite, matched theirs. The 
Saracens had accepted him well enough when he’d 
converted, but he’d come to terms with the fact that he 
would never be one of them, and so had they. They 
regarded him with a mutual respect, even camaraderie, but 


it was as though he really were a wolf in their midst, a 
creature they could work with and accept, but one that 
could turn his teeth on them without warning. 


Abdul approached, and his squint eased, the lines at the 
corners of his eyes nearly disappearing. The longer he 
studied the Frank, the hair that was not dust-colored but 
blond at the roots, the pale eyes, the cheeks that had yet to 
assume the old-wood color of those who spent too long in 
the sun, the younger he seemed. Why the Christian’s age 
mattered, he didn’t know. No, it didn’t matter. An 
unfortunate fact of life was that they kept getting younger 
and he kept getting older. 


The eyes that studied Thierry certainly didn’t fit the 
Saracens’ liquid darkness; they were too pale, gold and 
green, the color of a wolf’s eyes, and stood out behind a 
frame of dark lashes. They remained trained on him, 
regarding him with a bemusement that made his face open 
and unguarded, if only for a second. 


Heat-dazed as Thierry was, parched, dried out, he thought 
fora moment that the man was an apparition in a dream, 
but he slowly realized he wasn’t. This was the man who’d 
paid a bag of silver for him. He straightened, closed his 
hands around the leather 8 


straps digging into his wrists to hold the weight of his arms. 
“Water,” he asked in their language. A few words only that 
he knew. ‘Water’, and ‘bread’, and ‘how much’. Never 


‘please’ or ‘mercy’. 


No, the Christians could never be bothered with anything 
like that, any kind of openness. Their Christian world existed 
solely to serve them, or more accurately, the ideals from 
which they formed themselves. Anything out of their sohere 


that didn’t involve survival or convenience was simply too 
much to ask. Abdul knew the type. He had been the type. 
That was what made him valuable to Saladin and dangerous 
to the infidels. 


The banked heat of anger that he had thought he had rid 
himself of long ago, after discovering the grace of Allah, 
flamed to life in his belly. It took him by surprise, and his 
eyes flashed. But he was no longer young and intemperate; 
he could control it, make it work for him. 


Abruptly, he turned and picked up a ewer of water. It was 
nothing the wealth-obsessed Christians would value, but it 
was a beautiful piece, finely wrought in bronze. 


He poured the water into a cup, made to match the ewer. 
And then he hesitated. He knew the customs of taking 
prisoners backwards and forwards, better than those born to 
them, but they weren’t in-born. It took him a moment to 
realize what the Christian was trying to do. If he gave the 
man water, custom dictated that he would be safe in 
Abdul’s hands. He had to admit, it was clever. 


He set the cup down and turned again, eyebrows lifted in 
challenge. As if to say, Well, now what? 
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Thierry’s hopes faltered and he licked his dry lips. No water 
for a full day in this heat. His head throbbed and the smell 
of water tantalized him. He wanted to repeat the word, but 
his captor had understood. He wanted to hope that a 
repetition would make a difference, but he saw in those 
eyes that it wouldn’t. 


Abdul continued to watch him, watched his face, the pale, 
flickering lashes that half-concealed, half-revealed feverish 


eyes. He could see the Christian’s throat working, could see 
the desperation in the trembling lips and flared nostrils. 
Every man here knew the agony of thirst and knew that it 
was more painful than any wound. 


He had gotten what he wanted from the man already: pain. 
Fear. Desolation. He could smell it, could almost see it in a 
cloud around the man. He’d seen it in the faces of the men 
he’d killed. But then, this one was different. Those men on 
the battlefield knew they were dying. Their eyes were empty 
with it. Abdul saw something else in the Christian’s eyes— 
that terrible, bright ray of hope. He thought, still, that there 
was a chance he might live. 


Something in Abdul’s chest contracted, and he didn’t know 
why. He spoke Arabic, his pronunciation clear and precise, 
hoping the Christian wouldn’t notice the accent that marked 
him as one not born to it. “Your name?” 


Thierry understood those words. Why else would they ask 
him, if not to put it upon a list to take it to Jerusalem and 
demand the ransom? “Thierry de la Tour Rouge,” 


he said, voice raw with thirst. 
Oh, 


that was perfect. Abdul wondered idly if the men who'd 
picked up the Christian had known his own origins and 
brought him for that reason. But no, it wasn’t 10 


fair to think that; his brethren weren’t petty that way. It was 
simply coincidence, damnable coincidence. 


Abdul told himself it didn’t matter. The Christian was a dead 
man, anyway. He forced himself to speak his mother tongue. 
It felt like he should have struggled, having suppressed it for 


all these years, but it tumbled out as smooth and liquid as if 
he’d never stopped speaking it. “You expect to be 
ransomed, | suppose.” 


Thierry stared at him. French. He sounded as though he 
were from Brittany, which was impossible. Was it? Light 
eyes. He knew that strange peoples lived in this land, and 
well beyond Outremer. Bedouins, some of which had light 
eyes. The question set his hair on edge; it sounded like the 
man was mocking him. But those were the customs. They 
exchanged the noble prisoners after they’d been paid for. 
His heart sank like a stone, and a sense of dread came over 
him. “Yes. Who are you?” 


Abdul watched that light dim, and something gripped him 
again, this time in his belly. He told himself it was grim 
triumph, which was made easier by the morbidly amusing 
astonished look on de la Tour Rouge’s—the Christian’s— 
face. “Abdul Basir,” 


he said. The first thing he had done when learning the 
language was learn how to pronounce his new name, his 
proper name, the right way. The inflections had to be 
perfect, and they were. 


Abdul pressed on, lest this become something of a probing, 
personal conversation. “Your name doesn’t matter here, you 
know.” His tone suggested, /f you don’t know, you should. 
“You won't be ransomed.” 


Thierry’s eyes widened. God give me strength. The dread 
crawled into his heart, and he feared whatever this meant. 
Death? Slavery? The elders in the order had taught 11 


him that, too. To go to his death with head held high, not 
begging for mercy. Thierry doubted that he would be able 
to. Riding into battle—yes. Facing the enemy. Fighting. 


Obeying without question. Yes. But death or slavery were 
too terrible to understand. 


“What are you saying?” His voice was toneless. 


Whatever reaction Abdul expected from that proclamation— 
and he might not have known, himself—he didn’t get it. All 
the years spent imagining this, what it would be like to meet 
another European face-to-face, not just on the battlefield, 
but having one tied and at his mercy... he’d spent many a 
day, and night, nursing that image. Perhaps it had been too 
long; perhaps he'd forgotten what it originally meant to him. 
The fantasy had become wrapped in so much time and so 
many emotions, and now... this. 


Disappointment. Unease. Abdul’s face twitched. “You’re 
mine, Christian. Don’t you see?” He stepped forward, a 
movement at once abrupt and smooth, shoulders squared. 
“Don’t you see?” 


“I’m in God’s hand,” Thierry retorted without thinking. If he 
was to die, he had to make his peace with God. He’d 
confessed, but he already his heart was heavy with the 
death of his comrades, his horse, his squire, who'd fallen, 
face crushed by a mace. 


“Whatever you do to me, you cannot take me from his 
hand.” 


Abdul barked a laugh. He still hadn’t learned to control the 
bitterness that welled up and spewed out whenever the 
Christians’ warped and antiquated ideas of God were 
mentioned. “God,” he snarled, his own voice vibrating in his 
chest. He met Thierry’s eyes, lips pulled back in unalloyed 
disgust. “You don’t know the real God. You are far beyond 
the reach of your corrupt Church here. This is the land of 
those who recognize 12 


that the Prophet Mohammad, peace be upon him, was the 
one who restored the glory of God after you Christians 
corrupted his message.” 


No use asking for mercy. This was truly the kind of Saracen 
Thierry’d come to fight. Those that slaughtered unarmed 
pilgrims, carried off peasants into slavery, those that defiled 
the land of promise, the land of the kingdom of heaven. This 
was the lion threatening the herd. “Then fight me... fight me 
in single combat. Take up arms and stand against me—and 
let God decide who will live and who will die,” Thierry 
challenged. “If you are a Frank. You are. You must be.” 


Part of Abdul realized all of a sudden how stupid his fantasy 
was, how ridiculous the scenarios that had played through 
his head so often: the Christian begging for mercy, crying 
out apologies for the wrongs he had done, the defilement of 
Saracen land and rights and properties, for all the wrongs 
the Christians had done to him, Abdul. He had forgotten one 
vital aspect of Christendom: pride. 


He went rigid, pulled back, spat in the Christian’s face. An 
incredibly juvenile gesture, and he knew it as soon as he’d 
done it. He heard the words of mentors, unimpressed by the 
burning anger of his youth: How are you any better than 
they are? 


You disgrace yourself, disgrace the All-Merciful Allah, with 
your intemperance. 


“It has already been decided,” Abdul said, forcing his voice 
under control again. 


He wondered why that tasted like a lie. “I am not a Frank 
any longer. | am Abdul Basir, servant of Allah.” 


Thierry blinked the spit from his eye and pressed his lips 
together. They said those who'd fallen from faith were the 
worst. The man hated him. He tried to swallow, but his 
throat seemed to be made from stone. “Agnus dei, gui tollis 
peccata mundi, 13 


miserere me,” he whispered with parched lips, turning his 
face away. Lamb of God, who carries the sins of the world, 
have mercy upon me. Concentrate on God. On deliverance. 
As Jesus must have done, on the cross, mocked by the Jews. 
He didn’t have the strength to forgive the enemy, he hated 
him and feared him, and exactly that was why he should 


pray. 


That set Abdul off, powder to a fire. He felt something burst 
in him, white hot, and he stepped back. It felt as though his 
movements were curiously slow, not quite his own, driven 
by some force outside him. It felt as though he watched 
rather than participated as his feet planted, his arm swung, 
fist clenched. A more controlled man would have merely 
Slapped the Christian; he’d betrayed himself. A punch was 
for an enemy. An equal. “Don’t you dare!” 


Pain exploded in Thierry’s face; his teeth cut his lips, 
throwing him from his prayer. He jerked away so hard in the 
restraints that the leather dug deeper into his wrists, and he 
lost his footing, held only by the restraints. Torture then. The 
fear grew worse, his stomach knotted, and he tensed, 
expecting more pain. He wanted to call out for God, but the 
shock had made him silent. He began to fear for his soul. 


Abdul realized his mistake as the burst of pain across his 
knuckles jarred down the length of his arm, bringing him 
back to his senses. He’d been a temperamental child, a 
temperamental young man, but he’d grown since then, 
gained mastery over himself. What was he doing giving up 


that mastery to some Christian dog? All he had done was 
babble a prayer, make an observation that Abdul himself 
had provided evidence for. 
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He took deep, calming breaths, his head spinning with 
adrenaline and the aftermath of that short burst of rage, 
and studied the Christian. He could see the fear twisting the 
younger man’s features, but something in him still rebelled. 
His body did not yield, even tied and helpless. He had 
courage, this one, to accept what came to him. 


“Do you honestly think God will hear you, Christian?” he 
asked. His voice was soft, but no less heated than before. 
“Do you think he will deliver your soul to Heaven? 


Are you righteous? Are you fucking righteous enough?” 


Thierry expected more and worse. Expected all the horrors 
he’d been told to come true. Flogging. Torture. 
Emasculation. If his life was worth nothing, everything 
became possible. Oh God, he thought, how can anyone deal 
with that fear? “Do you... 


honestly think you can separate me from God?” he asked 
back. “I’m a Templar, a knight of Christ. If this is... how | 
Shall die, then...” His voice shook, and he wished so much 
he had the steadfastness of a holy man from a saint’s 
legend, or that of a martyr about to be torn apart by lions. 
He couldn't finish the sentence. A wild creature inside him 
howled death and fear and / cannot die, and God save me. 


Abdul stepped closer. They were very nearly touching now, 
their breath mingling. 


He didn’t know why he’d done it, except that now he could 
literally fee/ the other man’s fear. The wolf hung on to his 
prey, his jaws locked, until it fell. “Then what, O Righteous 
Knight of Christ? Then what?” 


Thierry’s trembles turned into shudders. He was scared. 
Deeply, horribly scared, and he knew he was nota saint, 
and nota martyr. He had a mortal’s much smaller faith. 


His eyes burnt, face twitching. God give me strength. 
Please! Tasting his own blood, he thought that he should 
have died in battle. Died for the cause, according to the 
orders 15 


he’d received. Others had; why not him? Why did God test 
him like this? He tried to finish the sentence, tried to think 
it. /f God wills it, | will die. 


He couldn’t. For the first time in his life he realized the 
abject horror of being mortal and helpless. Not even the test 
at his initiation could have prepared him for this. 


Abdul felt a laugh bubble up, involuntary and nearly 
hysterical. He couldn’t say why, exactly, except maybe the 
little fool’s hysteria was contagious, like a disease. He 
grinned, teeth bared, and felt as though something had 
come loose in him all of a sudden, just like that, as if part of 
a mechanism had broken. “I thought so,” he said softly. “You 
see, Thierry de la Tour Rouge, there is nothing for you here.” 


Thierry hung his head, turned away, wrestling his fear. He 
wanted to be left alone so he could find his strength again. 
To face the torture, and then the end of pain. The end of 
suffering. He’d just had to get there, somehow. There was 
nothing for him. No water. No mercy. He fought to accept it. 


Abdul saw that thought behind the other man’s eyes, saw 
him wrestle with it, struggle to turn and meet the darkness. 
This was when most men would break, facing the vast 
chasm. Nothing there but emptiness, and the only way was 
forward. 


He waited for it. 
The Christian didn’t break. 


Abdul stood where he was, scant inches from him, his 
breath shallow in his chest. Dumbfounded. Of all the 
outcomes to this situation he had considered in his mind, 
not breaking hadn't been one of them. 


Thierry’s eyes suddenly became calm. He had to accept it, 
and forgive. If he managed that, he’d be safe. And, a small 
voice told him, he might enrage his captor 16 


enough to kill him without torture. He looked into his 
captor’s eyes, then, with bloodied lips, moved forward, 
giving him the kiss of peace. 


No. Abdul didn’t realize what was happening until he felt 
those lips on his, tasted the tang of blood. His reaction was 
purely visceral; he propelled his body backward, stumbling, 
limbs flailing into the heavy fabric of the tent wall. He felt 
his elbow collide with the bronze ewer and automatically 
righted it; fora moment all his attention was concentrated 
on saving that precious liquid. 


Bodies stirred not far away, voices spoke rapidly in Arabic, 
practically in Abdul’s ear. “/e—” He stopped, drew a breath, 
corrected himself, forced his tongue to twist around his 
adopted language. “I’m fine,” he snapped. A dark, turbaned 
head appeared from behind the tent flap, letting in more 


invading sunlight, more dust. Abdul shot him a look, and he 
disappeared. 


He turned back to Thierry, and stared. What... what balls 
that man had. 


Thierry watched him, expecting rage and death. More pain. 
But he knew better than to speak. Whatever he said would 
only cause more pain, and he didn’t have the courage. He 
wanted this to be over, wanted to escape this the only way 
he could. At the same time, he couldn't invite it. Couldn’t 
welcome and embrace it. 


Abdul knew that, too, and something in him, whatever had 
shaken loose, was glad. This man would not beg for death, 
wouldn’t even beg for mercy. Wouldn’t ask for release or 
clemency. Some tiny voice in his head sneered, He has more 
courage than you. 


He was like no Christian Abdul had ever met before. No 
whining coward, no gloating, superior fool. 


17 
What was he supposed to do with that? 


Somehow, he knew the answer. He could not concede the 
fact with grace, couldn’t even conceal his bitterness about 
it, but he could do nothing else. Shaking with rage of a 
different kind, he took up the cup again and brought it over. 


Whomsoever Allah guides will never be led astray, and 
whomsoever Allah leaves astray, no one can guide. 


Respect. In spite of himself, he respected this man. 


Allah, Most Merciful One, 


do not lead me astray. Allahumma inni as’aluka min fadlika. 


Thierry’s eyes were on the water. A new test? Would the 
Saracen withhold it? 


Would he let Thierry drink, but too little to allay the thirst? 
Would he pour it into the sand? He didn’t think a Saracen 
would do the latter, but between enemies, everything 
seemed possible. He swallowed dryly, and it felt as though 
he had tried to swallow a handful of dust. 


Abdul clenched his jaw, eyes flashing at the wariness in 
Thierry’s eyes. He didn’t know why, but it frustrated him, 
sent little bolts of irritation up his back. Just drink it, you 
bastard, he thought, Accept my hospitality. Had Allah 
guided him, or was he lost? 


Perhaps he had assumed. Perhaps he had imposed too 
much of his own will. And now, what? He was extending 
comfort to the enemy. Extending safety to the enemy. 


No, it had to be the will of Allah. Had to be. It certainly 
wasn’t anything he would do. 


“Drink,” he said, suddenly feeling his own parched throat. 


Thierry kept his eyes on Abdul’s as he moved his head 
forward and drank from the metal cup. He’d never been so 
thirsty in his life, and he desperately wanted to gorge 18 


himself on water, but the amount in the cup seemed no 
more than a drop. Nevertheless, it soothed his throat, his 
cracked, bleeding lips, and his raw throat. More, he thought. 


“Thank you,” he said, still thirsty, and surprised at the 
unexpected kindness. 


Abdul turned a level stare on him, those wolf's eyes staring 
as if to bore holes with the heat of his anger, his bitterness, 
his confusion. They thought they were so much better, the 
damn Christians, so much more holy. Christ’s image. Turn 
the other cheek. Thank you. 


He realized all of a sudden, without knowing how, that 
Thierry hadn’t known the custom of hospitality. He let out a 
hiss between his teeth and lifted his hand as if to strike the 
man again, then stopped, hand shaking. “Do you think you 
are Christ himself, boy?” 


“No.” Thierry swallowed and looked at the hand, fully 
expecting to be hit again. 


No kindness, then. Merely to prolong his life. “But at least 
you will not kill me by thirst. 


What do you plan with me, Basir? Why did you pay silver for 
me, if I’m worthless to you?” 


Abdul clenched his fist, feeling his raw knuckles burn again 
and pain lance through his arm. He wanted the other man to 
rage at him, to spit as he had, to do anything but just talk. 
He could hear the lingering fear in Thierry’s voice, and the 
desolation, and it drove him mad. He wanted to call the man 
weak, and yet he knew that was far from the truth. 


He had no idea how to answer those questions. 
19 


He let out a long breath, let the scorching air escape from 
his lungs until they were completely empty, and he was still 
except for his beating heart, and the pulse that throbbed 
beneath his jaw. 


Nothing will happen to us except what Allah has decreed for 
us... Was this a test? For what? 


He didn’t answer Thierry, just turned back to the ewer. Filled 
another cup, offered it to him. He might as well, now. 


Thierry drank, thirstily, taking advantage of the kindness 
while it lasted, even if he didn’t expect it to last. Torture. 
Death. He couldn’t banish the thoughts. He wished he could 
keep from being thirsty, refuse water and die. He knew 
people died after three days without water. But he couldn't. 
He wasn’t much of a monk, even though the order 
demanded he be both, monk and knight. 


All the while, Abdul thought. Wracked his brain. What was 
the Christian worth to him? When he had paid the silver, 
Thierry had been worth a chance to get what he wanted, to 
play out the fantasy that had lurked in his mind nearly every 
day for so long. 


But now? He was worthless. That fantasy couldn’t—wouldn’t 
—play out. 


Why? The question haunted him. The Christian just made 
the fantasy impossible. 


He took a drink himself before setting the cup down near 
the ewer with inordinate care, almost making it a ritualistic 
gesture. He turned back, stared again. The Christian stared 
back, bold-faced, commanding Abdul’s grudging respect. 
Abdul hissed again in frustration. “Why don’t you fight back, 
Christian? Have you given up?” 


A tiny voice in the back of his mind said , No, not giving up. 
Accepting. 


Submitting. You could learn from that. 
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“I challenged you to fight me,” Thierry retorted. “I’m ready 
to fight you, just untie me and give me a weapon.” A 
warrior’s death, fighting, in the dust, not tied up like a sheep 
for slaughter, or hung like a hog to be disembowelled. His 
hands clenched again around the leather straps that held 
him securely. 


That wasn’t the kind of fighting Abdul had meant, not the 
kind of fighting he had in mind. Physical fighting was out of 
the question now. But then, he already had his own answer. 
Thierry was fighting back. This was a contest of wills, and 
Abdul was losing. To a man—to a Christian—tied to a tent 
pole. 


What a cruel test. 


“I can’t do that,” Abdul said sullenly. “I’ve given you my 
hospitality.” 


Thierry laughed, and that impulse told him he was closer to 
madness induced by heat and lack of water than he’d 
thought. “Hospitality!” He couldn’t stop laughing, even 
though it hurt his throat, but not even the fear of pain could 
make him stop. Hospitality. 


Tied up, bought and paid for, hit in the face, told his life was 
worthless, spat at. 


Hospitality. “If this is your hospitality, | do not wish to arouse 
your enmity.” 


Heat rose in Abdul’s face, not anger this time, but... 
something else. 


Embarrassment. The man was mocking him? And yet, he 
was right. This was no hospitality. 


Abdul jerked forward, spitting a curse in French or Arabic, he 
wasn’t sure. He moved behind Thierry, reaching up to the 
leather straps that bound his hands. He would not be made 
a fool of. “Yes. Hospitality,” he growled in Thierry’s ear. The 
knots in the leather had tightened with the weight of the 
Christian’s arms; the straps themselves 21 


were damp with sweat and swollen. After a moment of 
futilely plucking at them, Abdul pulled a knife from his belt 
and severed them. 


Thierry was surprised, but that very moment a mad plan 
Sprang up in his brain. 


Better to be slain running than go to the slaughter willingly. 
More knight than monk. If he could get the knife, he could 
fight. The moment he felt his wrists free, he lunged at the 
man, one hand going for the wrist with the knife, the other 
for Abdul’s eyes. But Abdul had half-expected that; he knew 
that Christians had no such notion of hospitality. He saw 
Thierry shift his weight and stepped away, cursing again. He 
ignored his first instinct to lash out with the knife, and 
instead flung it away toward the wall of the tent. 


An incredibly, inexplicably stupid move, if he thought about 
it, but he only knew he couldn't use it and definitely couldn’t 
let Thierry get it. 


He was slow to react to the hand coming toward his face 
until fingers jabbed his left eye. He howled as much in 
Surprise as in pain, both hands coming up to seize the wrist. 
A completely visceral and untrained reaction—just get it 
away from his eye. 


Both fell, Abdul sinking under Thierry’s weight. Thierry 
couldn’t run with his legs still tied, but above all, he had to 
keep Basir from calling for help. So far, any sounds could 
have been those of torture. 


His hands were on Abdul’s throat. “One sound... one sound, 
and l'Il kill you before they kill me,” he snarled close to 
Abdul’s ear. He meant it. The only chance for a death on his 
own terms, or even, sweet madness, freedom. 


Abdul stared at him, lips parted, breath drawn to speak, but 
he didn’t. Couldn’t. 


What had just happened? Moreover, why had it happened? 
You idiot, screamed the wild voice inside him, You foo!! 
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And yet...and yet. He had given the Christian his hospitality. 
This was how he treated it? A bizarre sense of betrayal rose 
in him and he let it show on his face, etched in every line, 
burning in his eyes. / gave you my hospitality. | gave you 
mercy. 


Thierry saw the rage in the other man’s face, the disdain. No 
doubt Abdul expected him to kill him regardless. Thierry 
looked around, saw the knife too far away to reach it from 
here. To have any chance, he needed to free his legs, he 
needed a weapon, and then hope against all reason that 
God would make him invulnerable to iron and arrows and 
heat and thirst. Give me strength, he prayed. 


“Wayward brother,” he said softly. “All | want is my freedom 
and my life.” He released the man’s throat, still feeling the 
pulse through his fingertips. 


When Abdul felt Thierry’s weight shift, he couldn’t quite 
believe it. He had fully expected the Christian to betray him 
then, to strangle him in his own tent, and what a foolish way 
to die, but he deserved it for being such a fool. Trusting that 
there was any honor in the man. But the words were too 
much. He lunged when the Templar moved away, an 
ungraceful half-roll, reaching for a leg, or for the leather 
straps that held them together, whatever he could reach. 


Thierry stumbled and fell. Damn those Saracens for tying 
him up like a camel! He was about to kick the man in the 
face to force him to let go when the words registered: 


“No!” Abdul rasped. “Don’t you understand?” Understand 
what? “Do you think you'll fight your way out of here? It’s a 
fool’s errand.” Why did he care? More and more questions. 


Thierry stretched and reached the knife, cut himself free, 
then pulled his legs from Abdul’s grip and slid the knife into 
the belt of his shirt. “No, | don’t,” he answered, 23 


and smiled, but there was no mirth in the expression. He 
merely preferred death in battle to death like a tame animal 
that had lost teeth and claws. 


Abdul paused, conscious of how ridiculous he must look, 
sprawled across the ground in his own tent, his arm still 
stretched to reach out to the other man. He rolled to his 
feet, frank and honest confusion written in his features. 
“Then what? I’ve given you my hospitality. | can’t guarantee 
it will extend to anyone else, especially since you attacked 
me.” There was something petulant in his last statement, as 
if he had expected better from the Christian. 


“I have overstayed my welcome, then.” Thierry walked to 
the opening of the tent and peered through it, but what he 
Saw was disheartening, and he turned back. They’d 


slaughter him, unless... He smiled. Dress like them, and 
they’d never know, until he’d reached the wasteland. All he 
had to do then was find his way home. After the battle, 
there would be horses without riders, who'd carry him 
home. 


“I will not sit here like a fat capon hoping for the mercy of 
the cook,” Thierry said. 


“I’m not stupid. You said they won’t ransom me. What do 
you think l'Il do? | rather die out there than be murdered like 
my brethren.” Oh, God. The Grand Master. The King. 


All the other prisoners. 


Abdul had no immediate answer. He watched Thierry’s face, 
considered it. He had shown mercy when he thought he had 
none, and had been shown mercy in return. 


They were even. Equal. What now? 


“Saladin will not kill your king.” He heard his own words, 
and wondered why he spoke. 
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“Well, not everybody is a king. I’m not.” Thierry began to 
look around for clothes, and found them stored towards the 
far end of the tent. He’d have to fit in. At least long enough 
to fool them. He went through the clothes, one wary eye 
always on his ‘host’; then, having found what he assumed 
was a complete set of their clothes, he opened the woollen 
belt and discarded it. 


Abdul stood where he was, frozen, while every rational part 
of his mind wondered what in God’s name he was doing. 
The insane, detached part of him watched Thierry undress, 


watched the soiled shirt slide away to show much paler skin 
underneath it, glistening with sweat. A strong back, purpled 
with bruises, but beautiful lines. A beautiful neck. 


Thierry now began to dress in Saracen fashion; colourful 
printed cloth in yellows and brown, with patterns that 
seemed outrageous after the simplicity he was used to. 


He then seized the man’s sword that was worn on a baldric 
rather than a belt like he was used to, but the straight blade 
seemed keen and well-polished. Clearly a blade that was 
used in war. He’d be able to fight with this. 


“I can’t let you simply walk out of here,” Abdul blurted. 
“This is ridiculous. Utterly ridiculous. You must be mad.” He 
wasn’t sure whether he spoke to himself or Thierry. 


Thierry looked at him, light eyes flashing. “Call the guards or 
fight me, because | won’t just meekly accept my death. I’m 
not monk enough to lay down my life. I’m a knight. You 
know what that means. | will not simply surrender.” He slid 
into the long shirt the Saracens wore. 


Oh, but the man had spirit. It was that spirit Abdul had to 
respect it. Abdul wondered what it would be like to face him 
in battle, to grapple with him, chests heaving 25 


against one another, neither giving quarter. A strangely 
intimate thought. He jerked it back where it belonged, in 
privacy. 


“I can’t. | won’t,” Abdul said. “Give it time. After the next 
salah, | will see about getting you ransomed.” He couldn’t 
believe what he was saying even as he said it. 


The most honorable, the sanest solution. Thierry paused, 
disbelieving that his would-be captor had just acceded to his 


wishes and was offering him the gift of his life. 


The same man who'd punched him in the face. The same 
man, he thought, suddenly calming, who'd given him water. 
Ransom was a fair price, somebody would pay, he didn’t 
doubt it. “Why? You told me... you to/d me my life means 
nothing. Why should | put my life in your hand?” Because it 
already was. One shout for the guards right now, one call of 
alarm when he’d left, and his life was forfeit. “What did you 
want from me, that you’re now turning back on it?” 


Abdul stared at him, holding himself still, schooling his 
expression. Damn those infernal questions. Couldn’t the 
Christian just accept his gift without questioning it, without 
forcing him to think of answers? 


This was some sort of test. It had to be. He rolled his eyes 
skyward, as if to confirm his suspicion, and muttered an 
ironic Insha’Allah. And almost immediately he flinched, 
knowing there was no cause for sarcasm here. 


He didn’t deign to answer the first question, deciding it was 
a largely rhetorical one, and his lips twisted as he 
considered the second. “An apology.” 


“An apology?” Thierry closed a belt around the borrowed 
Shirt and didn’t even try to bind that turban. The worldly 
knights of Jerusalem were much better at adapting local 26 


garments for their needs, and sometimes looked just as 
Savage as the natives, but he hadn’t mastered the art yet. 


Abdul couldn’t help but laugh at the sight of the brilliant 
shock of blond hair and the crescent of white skin rising 

above the Saracen garb. At least he was dark enough to 
pass as one of them. He thought about making a remark 


when Thierry turned to look at him, regarding him with a 
frown. “What have | done to you?” 


“You. Your kind. Christians.” Abdul bared his teeth, a snarl. 
“You rejected me.” 


The frown deepened, carving two lines between Thierry’s 
brows. He heard the anger and resentment, and wondered 
what the man had done that he’d been cast out. 


Treason? Murder? What sin could be grave enough that this 
man would rather forsake his soul than seek redemption 
through prayer and pilgrimage? “I don’t reject you. You have 
done me a kindness, and | will repay you.” 


Abdul reeled back a step, blinking, eyes narrowing in 
Surprise and suspicion. / don’t reject you? What had 
happened to fight me? He had subverted Abdul’s hospitality, 
ignored it and attacked him. He was the same as all the 
others... but he wasn’t. 


“Repay me? How will you do that ?” 


“| don’t know. But I will.” Thierry remembered that he 
shouldn’t make promises he’d likely be unable to keep. If he 
survived. If this man did keep his promises. The insecurity, 
the threat, everything seemed almost too much to think 
about. It would have been easier to try and sneak away. 


They’d reached an impasse. After salah. Whenever that was. 
Some of the tension and anger left him, and he walked to 
the ewer to drink some more. 
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Watching him, something in Abdul’s mind immediately 
suggested a form of repayment, but he brushed it away. 


Then pushed it away when that didn’t work. He went to the 
tent flap and opened it just enough to stick his head out. He 
barked a word, and another, younger voice answered, first 
at a distance, then closer. Abdul spoke a few words, then 
pulled back and closed the tent flap. “I’ve called for food.” 


Thierry grinned at him, water running down his chin, which 
he wiped off, then used the residual wetness to wash the 
remaining blood and dust off his face. He gingerly touched 
his lip making it bleed again, and sucked on it much like a 
young boy would. “I’m starving.” 


The grin startled Abdul; it was the last thing he’d expected. 
Nearly everything the young Christian did startled Abdul, 
who couldn’t seem to get his bearings. He felt as though he 
were walking on the sand dunes, constantly sliding, 
constantly sinking, constantly adjusting his weight, seeking 
purchase. That grin was the same and yet so different to the 
grins he saw from his Saracen comrades. Dark battle- 
humor, and yet there was something bright in Thierry’s 
eyes. “How long have you been here? When did you come 
from Europe?” 


“I stepped off the ship in Acre three months ago.” Barely 
enough to understand what was going on in the kingdom of 
Jerusalem, never mind getting used to the infernal heat and 
the local languages, or the food—oh, the food had given him 
unpleasant surprises for the first week. He had been hardly 
fighting fit. 


God 
above, 


three months. And yet Thierry had bigger balls than most of 
the idiot knights who’d lived in Jerusalem all their lives. 


Abdul wondered if the boy was even old enough to have hair 
on his chin. Unlike most Templars, he wasn’t bearded. 
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Thierry offered Abdul water, choosing not to think about the 
danger he was still in. “When did you come here? You’re 
from Brittany, right? You sound it.” 


Abdul accepted the mug, half-distracted with his own 
thoughts, but as he was drinking, the symbolism struck him. 
Everything seemed significant here, though he could not say 
why. This man—boy, perhaps—was not just an enemy. This 
would be a great deal easier and simpler if he was. 


“When | was ten,” he answered shortly, disregarding the last 
question. 


Thierry assumed that now he had nothing to fear from this 
man anymore. Maybe because they were from the same 
area—being abroad, people from the same places in Europe 
bonded together. The Germans, the Italians, and the French 
and Occitans of course. Maybe it was that. Maybe he’d 
found unexpected mercy. “And you are... a lord amongst 
these people?” 


“My people,” Abdul corrected. They were his people—not by 
birth, but he had adopted them, and they had adopted him. 
More or less. They had accepted him, at least. “I have 
proved myself to Saladin. | am his advisor.” It didn’t make 
him a lord, exactly, but it was close. Trust counted for 
enough. 


Thierry was impressed. The advisor of a man that many 
called ‘wise’ had to possess virtues that allowed him to be 
both useful and steadfast to such a man. They said Saladin 
was the son of a captive French princess and a Saracen 


prince who had fallen in love with her. People spoke of 
Saladin’s wisdom, his generosity, his honor. 


Saladin’s adviser, surely, had the influence to let him live. 
Maybe others, too. “This is how you know his mind...” 
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Abdul lifted one shoulder, let it drop. “As much as any 
servant knows the mind of his master.” Saladin accepted 
him, true, accepted his advice, but the man’s eyes always 
seemed to linger a second longer on Abdul than they did on 
anyone else, as if trying to decide whether to trust him or 
not. He gave that same look to Thierry now before he said, 
“Sit.” 


Thierry sat down, feeling only now that the fear wore off 
how bone-weary he was. 


Still, hope hummed in his blood and made him restless—a 
combination he found hard to deal with. “He would... he 
would give you the life of one lowly Templar.” Maybe more. 


What right did he have to live while his comrades perished? 
The thought didn’t bear thinking. 


Abdul dropped into a low chair near the door, a single 
motion that seemed natural, even graceful. His long legs 
stretched out, the heel of one boot resting on the toes of the 
other. He regarded the younger man with a mixture of 
disdain and something like pity. “I said | would try. | don’t 
know that. The man is in a fierce mood.” 


Thierry shifted, unused to the position. He felt heavy and 
tired, so in the end he lay down on his side, head propped 
up with an elbow. But he could think of nothing to say and 
just studied Abdul, this strange man who spoke French with 


a tone that reminded him of Brittany and who yet wore the 
Saracen garb and prayed to their god. 


All of a sudden, Thierry’s stare seemed heavy, too 
penetrating considering how young he looked. He reminded 
Abdul, a little, of Saladin, if any Christian could remind him 
of that great man. Abdul had to force himself to return that 
gaze, challenging, perhaps, or returning a challenge. His 
thoughts strayed again, and so did his eyes, from 30 


the wild, unkempt blond hair that reached past his ears to 
the startlingly young face, the curve of his neck... 


Stop, he ordered himself. He swallowed and got up to 
change his shirt, needing something to do, some sort of 
action. 


Thierry settled more comfortably on his arm, pulling his legs 
closer, and then shut his eyes for just a few moments. The 
moments stretched out into darkness, and before he knew 
it, he was fast sleep, in the cave of the lion, at the mercy of 
the man who now owned his life. His sleep was dreamless, 
as if his mind had seen so much on that day that it was 
blind as if from a dust storm. 


By the time Abdul turned back, Thierry’s body had relaxed 
into an oddly vulnerable position, eyes closed, face slack. 
Abdul caught his breath at the sight, and stared openly now, 
the realization finally sinking in. 


He moved closer to get a better look. The Christian seemed 
to come into sharper focus, the body curled protectively on 
itself, the face so open. His. Abdul’s. He did own the man 
now. Bought and paid for. Now that Thierry was asleep, he 
felt safe admitting to himself that the man was beautiful, 
battle-bruised or not. A fine, smooth brow, except for those 


lines that appeared when he frowned, which were barely 
visible now. 


Expressive lips, a lovely shape, battered as they were. They 
were soft as a girl’s... or maybe he was just imagining from 
that fleeting kiss of peace. 


He would be within his rights... 


He felt his arm lift, reach out, his finger tracing one fine 
golden brow. 
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Thierry only seemed to sink deeper towards wherever the 
mind went during sleep, breathing calmly and deeply, the 
sleep of an exhausted man with no enemies and no specters 
to haunt him. As if. 


Abdul had never known such peace, but somehow he 
recognized it—envy, perhaps, for something he could not 
reach. He stared, barely blinking, and knelt beside the other 
man, brought his face close, as if he could absorb some of 
that calm, share it or steal it. His fingers ran through 
Thierry’s hair, the fine-spun gold mass. He didn’t care, for 
that moment, how insane this was. 


Thierry’s eyes opened. What he’d expected, he didn’t know. 
His mother touching him, or his brother—actual flesh and 
blood—but not the Saracen. The curious frown lines 
reappeared between his eyebrows. “What... is it?” Assuming 
the man had only meant to wake him, despite that 
expression in those eyes. 


Abdul didn’t react right away, caught in Thierry’s dream, 
perhaps, or his own. His eyes, half-closed, opened slowly, 
focused to meet Thierry’s gaze, then he jerked back, biting 


his tongue so hard it bled. Damn it, what had he been 
thinking? 


He hadn’t, that was the problem. “Nothing,” he grated out. 
Clever answer. Clever. 


Thierry pushed himself up, and the other man seemed very 
close. The frown stayed. Abdul looked stricken, guilty. 
Thierry touched the man’s shoulder. “What is it? 


Do you miss home?” It was the first thing that came into his 
mind that would explain this. 


Abdul blinked. Was he really that naive? He had to be. What 
man would catch him so close, touching him, and not 
think... 
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His arm twitched, but he resisted the urge to swat Thierry’s 
hand away. His face flushed when he realized he wanted the 
touch. “Home? France? That isn’t home to me anymore. This 
is home.” 


Thierry’s hand tightened on his shoulder, pressing it. Abdul 
looked forsaken, and Thierry wished he’d listened better to 
the brother who took their confessions and who was wise 
and kind to those suffering from regrets, or who struggled 
with homesickness or maybe a sin. Maybe he was yearning 
for God. For grace. “I can hear your confession,” he offered. 
In the absence of a real priest, he had those rights. 


Abdul’s eyes flashed, and with that statement, he came to 
his senses. He sneered, jerked, although he didn’t move 
away. Couldn't. It felt as though Thierry’s hand held him to 
that spot. “I need no confession. | have Allah’s grace.” 


The frown lines deepened. “But you have no peace,” Thierry 
said, moving a little closer. 


Move, Abdul ordered his body. Move away. It wouldn’t obey. 
He sucked in a breath, held it, trembling inwardly. “I did, 
until you came.” 


Was Abdul worried about his execution? Worried he’d not be 
able to keep his word? Or... 


Thierry suddenly understood; understood why the Saracen 
had hardly fought him. Had more begged for him to stay 
than ordered him to. Had not called for the guards. 
Compassion. Fondness. The frown vanished, and his hand 
moved up, to the other man’s strong neck, the sun-burnt 
Skin. It seemed oddly comfortable to touch him, when, just a 
little while ago, he’d considered strangling the same throat. 
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Abdul saw those eyes study him, no, look through him, the 
same way Saladin did every time they spoke. Thierry saw, 
and somehow, he understood. Abdul cringed away, then 
froze, shame flooding through him that he’d suddenly 
turned into such a coward. 


What did he have to be afraid of here? 
Nothing. 
Everything. 


His eyes narrowed when Thierry’s hand moved toward his 
face, as if he were ready to claw it away, or even bite, but 
when it rested on his neck, it was as if every bone in his 
body suddenly turned to liquid. He knelt there like a fool, 
wavering, and the harsh lines and planes of his face eased. 


His eyes remained curiously clear, and all he could feel was 
his own breathing, and that hand on his neck, calloused 
fingertips on his pulse. 


Then, as if suddenly snapping awake, he practically lunged 
forward, his lips blindly searching for the other man’s. He 
found the chin, the corner of the mouth, then, there. 


Thierry froze with surprise. This was not a kiss of politics, 
exchanged between lords or allies. This was no kiss of 
peace. He struggled for a moment to think why, but his 
body already made its own decisions. Slightly unbalanced, 
he had to lean forward, his lips opened, the hand against 
Abdul’s neck tightened. He tasted of dust and sand, fanning 
his own heat, and Thierry realized in a moment of guilt that 
he should turn away in horror. He didn’t, and didn’t know 
why. 


| don’t reject you. No, Thierry did not flinch, did not push 
away, even moved closer. It seemed ridiculous that the 
other man would really want this, that he’d had the 34 


same impulse, but Abdul could not think clearly enough to 
second-guess it. He did not pull away even as he tasted 
Thierry’s blood from the split lips, devouring that hot mouth. 


There was no art in this, no grace, only need. 


Stinging pain brought Thierry halfway back to his senses, 
and he was about to break away, because that kiss, that 
unadulterated hunger suddenly worried him, replaced his 
calm with turmoil. He’d seen two men kiss like that, two 
brethren, who were inseparable, and when he’d asked, 
somebody had said that /t is better to be with a brother. He 
hadn’t really understood that answer, thought it was one of 
those hard-bitten jokes, the sometimes creative ways the 
order’s tenets were interpreted. Those that stole chickens 


from the order’s yard to pay the painted whores of 
Jerusalem were much mocked and severely punished. Better 
to be with a brother. Heat pooled in his lower body, and he 
placed a hand on Abdul’s chest, about to break away. The 
reaction in his body unsettled him, but he was not afraid. 


Perhaps it was the hand on his chest, or perhaps a sudden 
awareness of what he was doing, or perhaps he sensed the 
presence of another outside the tent; in any case, Abdul 
pulled away with a doglike shake of his head, rising in a 
single movement toward the tent flap. His gait was 
deceptively steady, and he spoke with calm regard to the 
servant who came in bearing food. He hadn’t failed to notice 
that Abdul had released Thierry’s bonds, or that the 
Christian was now wearing Saracen garb, but he made no 
remark on it, merely bowed to Abdul and retreated. 


“Eat,” Abdul said, speaking Arabic until he was sure the 
servant was out of hearing range. He looked everywhere but 
Thierry’s eyes, concentrating on the food as if it were his 
only concern. 
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Thierry fell onto the food like a wolf onto the herd, ripping 
the bread and stuffing the first bites between his lips— 
where he could still feel Abdul’s touch—and there was spicy 
meat that smelled mouth-watering. Temperance, he heard 
the voice of an older comrade, and managed to swallow and 
then slow down, remembering his manners. He forced 
himself to actually chew his food. 


Grateful that Thierry seemed no more eager to discuss what 
had just happened than he did, Abdul relaxed minutely. It 
wouldn’t happen again. It couldn’t. 


His eyes strayed to Thierry’s mouth while he ate, watching it 
close over the bread, over the water cup, watching the fine 
jaw work. There was no art or manners to the way he ate, 
and moments ago, Abdul would have found it grotesque, but 
his mind could summon no such disdain. The Christian was 
merely a hungry boy. 


“When... when is this sa/...ah? When will you know?” Thierry 
asked. 


”Soon. Less than an hour, probably.” Abdul had lived with 
the rhythm of the sa/ah so long it seemed to run in his 
blood; even when he could not see the sun, he felt it. He 
even woke in the middle of the night when he knew it was 
coming. “You will know. 


You will hear the adhan, the call to prayer.” His eyes flicked 
to the Christian’s. “It is very beautiful.” As if Thierry had not 
been in this land long enough to have heard the lilting, 
musical voice of a muezzin. But perhaps he blocked out 
such beauty, as if the Christ would be offended by its sound. 


Thierry nodded, and paused as he realized how much better 
he was being treated than the other prisoners. With what 
right did he eat while the others suffered? 


He swallowed hard and lost his appetite. His selfishness and 
greed, when he should have been thinking of his brethren. 
He had his life while the others’ lives were in even 36 


greater jeopardy. What right singled him out from the 
others? He should stand with them, in battle and in death. 
But if he wanted to fight, if he wanted to return home, he 
had to eat and drink. The Templars were not an ascetic 
order; they didn’t believe in the mortification of the flesh. 
Warriors needed to eat. “This is very good,” he said, 
pointing at the food. 


Abdul eyed him finally, distantly amused; or perhaps 
bemused was a better word. 


Thierry’s face was open, concealing little expression, and 
Abdul had seen dismay pass across his features at some 
private thought. He couldn’t imagine what, and his first 
instinct was to assume Thierry was offended to think that he 
would be subjected to a Saracen prayer. Irritation sparked in 
Abdul’s chest and settled in the tense line of his shoulders. 
“It isn’t as though you'll be forced to participate in salah, 
Christian. If it will offend your ears, cover them.” 


"| wouldn’t know the words,” Thierry said, more curious than 
offended. “I can pray to my god while you are talking to 
yours.” 


Abdul didn’t relax, still suspicious. In his mind, a Templar 
who was not offended by Allah or his servants simply did not 
exist. His eyes narrowed, and the lines at their corners 
deepened. “Have you ever heard it? Our prayers show the 
glory of Allah, not cower to the doleful fearsome creature 
you make God out to be.” He had no idea why he felt the 
need to spark a theological debate, only that his skin 
prickled with the need to defend his faith, and himself. 


“Fearsome?” Thierry stared at him. “His son gave his life for 
our sins... mine and yours. How much courage does it take 
to die to save everybody else? Everybody?” His own words 
made his neck tingle. “I am charged to protect the flock— 
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your kind preys upon. Make sure they can get to the holy 
sites alive and unmolested by bandits of your kind. Protect 
pilgrims, protect the holy land... we fight because we have 
to. And / ama fighter.” 


“Ah, you sheltered child,” Abdul sneered; every ounce of 
tenderness had vanished, replaced by the old, old 
bitterness. “Do you truly believe what the Church tells you? 
We Muslims know that all Gods are one god, and yet you 
conceive that your God is the only one. You have twisted 
Him to be hateful, mistrustful, rejecting those most in need 
of his grace. We know that God is merciful. What about the 
bandits of your kind, Christian? What about the raids the 
Templars make against innocent Muslims? Do you think the 
necessity is any less for us? You think your kind is innocent 
and virtuous, and yet | know it is not so.” 


Thierry almost choked on his anger, and he struggled to 
stay calm, even if by nature he wasn’t. “I’m your... guest. | 
won't start a fight,” he said, backing down, backing away. 
Seeing Abdul attack something he was trained, obliged to 
defend grated on him. 


“| don’t want you to tie me up again because | can’t 
behave.” He gave half a smile. 


“Salah, then.” He longed to go out and see after the others, 
and rather feared they might be tortured or dying. “Allow 
me to take care of my comrades. Especially the wounded. 


They will need help.” And / don’t trust your side to look after 
them as | would. 


As quickly as Abdul’s bitterness and temper had come, it 
was gone. It might have simply been because Abdul knew 
he had won the argument, or at least gotten the upper 
hand, or he might have simply decided to drop the issue. 
The fire vanished from Abdul’s eyes, replaced by something 
like objective compassion. Sympathy, even. He folded his 
arms and honestly considered the request. If he’d had asked 
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without asking that Thierry would have granted it. But 
Thierry was not in his position, an advisor but an outsider, 
having just bought one of his own countrymen. Did the 
customs of hospitality extend that far? 


He didn’t think so. 


He drew in a deep breath and met Thierry’s eyes. “I can’t,” 
he said finally. “I’m sorry.” 


Thierry’s jaw muscles tightened and he looked to the side. 
He could do nothing, then. Just wait. Wait for that prayer 
and for a decision from Saladin. “Why did you pay for me? 
And why am | in your tent?” 


Abdul’s eyes rolled skyward, lips pressing together as he 
tried to retain his sympathy and patience. All these infernal 
questions. This had to be a test. “Saladin bought you,” he 
said finally. He looked down then, as if to avoid Allah’s gaze, 
looked away from Thierry, focusing his eyes on the empty 
dishes. What kind of man was he, that he couldn’t say this 
without flinching? He steeled himself and forced the words. 
“|I wanted you. Not you. Someone.” And look what he had 
gotten. The thought had occurred to him that he ought to 
have been more specific in his request. 


Thierry half-turned, keeping his eyes on Abdul. “Someone? 
Someone for what? 


To talk French? It’s not because of homesickness, it’s not 
because you want to give confession. Why am | here?” 


Abdul gritted his teeth so hard it was audible. He stood 
abruptly and paced like a caged animal. Was this Allah’s 
way of forcing him to face what he was, to articulate it? 


To this man? 
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Well, face it he would. He stopped, eyes ablaze again for a 
completely different reason. “Someone to fuck.” 


Thierry stared at him, all words deserted him. All thought 
deserted him. He shook his head, a rapid movement of 
confusion rather than denial. The kiss. Tied up. Freed. 


Water. Hospitality. It didn’t fit, it didn’t make sense. He’d 
heard the Saracens were often sodomites, but this wasn’ta 
Saracen. Better to be with a brother. He understood that, 
but not the situation he was in right now. He’d not have 
thought this man capable of violence or force—never mind 
the punch in the face. He seemed too /ost. Thierry turned, 
breaking eye contact, looking at the entrance. “What will 
you do—call guards to hold me down? Why have you untied 
me?” 


Abdul despised those questions, making him explain 
himself, making him think about this instead of just doing it. 
He tried to hate the man, and couldn’t. Not for his religion, 
not for his questions. He couldn’t hate someone he 
respected. 


“I gave you my hospitality,” Abdul said, his voice tight with 
anger and frustration and insecurity. “I won’t force you.” He 
knew the next question, Why did you offer it?, but he bit his 
tongue against explaining. Thierry would probably just gloat 
over it. 


And that tiny voice insisted, no, he wouldn’t. 


The difficult part is, they are honorable, chivalrous 
heathens, Thierry remembered one of the veterans Say. 
Sinful, and strange, but if you encounter them, they have 
honor. That sip of water had changed everything. Otherwise 


he’d have been just part of the spoils, and would have been 
raped like some wench who had been carried off by enemy 
soldiers. 
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“You desire me.” Thierry worked with those ideas, with that 
knowledge. Like in his youth, when the priest had given him 
a riddle to solve. Logic, he'd called it, and said a young 
noble ought to have other faculties than those of his arms. It 
gave him bargaining power. Somebody wanting something, 
and somebody else in the position to grant it or deny it. It 
was the basis of all power. 


Abdul stood there, watching him work it out, confirming in 
his own mind that this man was no fool. He had just 
exposed himself, and he began to realize that Thierry could 
—and would—exploit his weakness. 


Perhaps he could hate him a little bit. 


Thierry felt extraordinarily daring to propose this, but he 
dared. He moved closer to Abdul, and placed his hand 
where it had been, bringing his lips close. “Secure my life, 
and l'Il lie with you.” 


Abdul’s body was rigid when Thierry touched him, even as it 
threatened to buckle at the utterly forbidden thrill of such 
intimacy. But he would not tremble, would not show further 
weakness. “You don’t seem to understand,” he said flatly, 
patronizingly. “I do not have much power over your fate. | 
can make a request to Saladin, no more.” 


And then something occurred to him, a reminder, perhaps. 
He had the power here. His eyes glittered. “But it is not 
necessary that | do that. You scorned my hospitality. You 
attacked me after | gave it. Why should | even do that?” 


Thierry looked him straight in the eye. “Because you want 
me willing.” Was he, willing? He had no idea what he had 
agreed to do, but he’d do it, if he’d had a chance at 
surviving. “It’s not a trade; | just want to encourage you to 
plead my case well with your master.” 
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Abdul’s eyes narrowed in reflexive suspicion, even as the 
logical part of his mind, which had already assessed Thierry, 
suspected the man wasn’t anything but truthful. He was 
clever—perhaps too clever. 


“Yes, | want you willing,” Abdul murmured finally. He didn’t 
want this mutual coercion, but what else was there? 
Besides, he’d been willing to take it forcefully not long ago. 
He shook his head, confused, frustrated at his own inability 
to regain his footing. He should just take what he could get. 
It wasn’t as though he had much choice. 


Ever. “I will plead your case as best | can. | have promised 
it.” 


“Good. Then, when we know the answer...” After sa/ah. 
Thierry placed his other hand on the man’s shoulder and 
pressed it. “I will give you what you want.” / will lie with you. 
He wondered what that would be like, because he didn’t 
doubt that Abdul would be successful. He was an advisor; he 
had power. If Saladin trusted him, if he listened to him, if 
this man had served his master well—what was one life 
worth to one who led twenty thousand into battle? It was a 
Small gift. Inconsequential. He wondered if he should kiss 
Abdul again. He didn’t want to seduce the man, didn’t want 
to drive him further in his desire. Yet it had felt good, had 
heated his blood in ways he hadn't expected. 


Abdul’s lip curled, eyes hard, glittering with ill-concealed 
resentment and longing. 


It had been so long... he should have just taken what he 
wanted, needed, and let this Christian get what he 
deserved. 


The problem was, Thierry deserved more than that. Abdul 
hated this confusion. 


He couldn’t see clearly, couldn’t judge... it was as if the 
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of Allah stood in his way. Pointing, putting him on a path and 
not expecting him to understand. Or to like it. But he had to 
accept it. 


He licked his lips and released a long, unsteady sigh. 
“Why?” 


“Why what? You want... my body, and | want to live.” Thierry 
smiled at him. He still had the upper hand. This was like 
single combat—friendly, but no less intense. All the little 
signs, the shifts, were important, and the Saracen was 
nervous. What a difference from the man who'd punched 
him in the face. It was a trade. But it would never have 
happened if Abdul hadn’t kissed him. If he hadn’t been so 
flustered, more nervous than Thierry about it. “What other 
reasons are there?” 


Abdul fixed the other man with a look of disdain. That smile 
grated on him; he knew as well as Thierry did that the 
Christian had the upper hand here, had the control. 


And what was worse, Abdul had given it up. He was glad 
that no one else was present to witness his humiliation. 


But perhaps he had a chance to wrestle the situation back 
under his control. It was a slim chance, but a chance 
nonetheless. Even through the self-possessed haze of 
embarrassment, he remembered that Thierry had been the 
one to touch him first. 


He stepped forward, lifting his eyebrows. “Perhaps because 
you want me.” 


Thierry’s smile turned into a grin. “I’m a monk, friend. A 
fighting monk, but a monk.” And for the most part, he 
observed those rules. He struggled less with chastity than 
with humility, though. He excelled at obedience. Poverty 
was a Strange rule when he considered the cost of his horse 
alone, but it was the order’s property, and he had been 
given merely the use of it. “Strictly speaking, it’s not my 
idea to break the vow.” 
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Abdul returned that grin, teeth bared, and circled Thierry in 
smaller and smaller circles until their shoulders brushed 
with each pass. He could do this. “But you will, willingly. Are 
you telling me, friend, that your thoughts are always pure? 
That they do not sometimes stray?” On the next pass, he 
brushed Thierry’s groin with his hand. “That the idea does 
not intrigue you?” 


Thierry swallowed at the touch. He hadn’t been touched 
there in months. Years. 


Two years. A fevered coupling with a servant girl, who’d 
cried her eyes out when he followed his brother into the 
order, to war. As the youngest, he couldn’t stay behind. He 
knew women, and he’d observed those two brethren 
forming this tight bond, a ‘special friendship’, they said, like 
David and Jonathan. Better to be with a brother. “Now you 


want my thoughts rather than my body?” Thierry’s tone was 
mocking. “What do you want next? You wanted a man to 
fuck, now you want him to desire you?” 


Abdul stopped abruptly; their chests brushed, and his hand 
hovered over Thierry’s groin, close enough to feel the heat 
from his skin. He turned his head, and his lips brushed the 
other man’s jaw. “Why not?” he whispered. “You already 
do.” 


Thierry’s grin turned into a snarl, and his hand went to 
Abdul’s throat, thumb and fingers digging in right under the 
jawbone. He did. The heat alone aroused him, the thought 
of a touch, the thought of skin against his, rutting like 
beasts, kissing and biting and finding release. He should let 
him go, and not lose his advantage, and he considered 
throwing the man onto the ground and pulling back, but 
after several heartbeats as Abdul stared at him, he couldn't. 
He couldn’t push it, couldn’t force it. 


“Touch me,” Thierry said, sharply. 
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If Thierry’s hand hadn’t been on his throat, he might never 
have noticed a tiny hitch in Abdul’s breath at those words. 
The rest of Abdul’s body, however, remained firmly under 
his control, in spite of the fingers pressing his neck, the 
pressure making breathing a painful chore. Somehow, that 
made it more exciting. Abdul’s eyes tilted upward in a slow 
smile. “No.” 


Thierry pressed his lips together and let the Saracen go, 
Shaking his head, trying to find a clear thought. Close. He 
was breathing hard, struggling with an arousal that Abdul 
had caused with mere words, mere closeness. He couldn’t 
do this. Chastity. 


Trading this for his life—he could explain that to a confessor. 
Thinking the sin means committing it. He heard the priest’s 
voice in his head and gritted his teeth. Pure thoughts. His 
weren’t. But he didn’t know what to do. Why wasn’t it salah 
yet? 


Was it really that easy? Abdul grinned. He had gotten the 
upper hand, just like that. 


Or had he? Was it really an advantage to make the other 
man want him, if he wanted Thierry worse than ever? He 
had long since learned to control his desire, to release it on 
his terms, but there was something so maddening about the 
Christian, and that made control so much more difficult. 


He closed his hand on Thierry’s groin, an almost gentle 
touch, his thumb stroking along the length. “Ah, yes, you 
want me. | don’t even need to ask.” 


Thierry inhaled sharply, chin lifted in what might be 
defiance. Touch. What he wanted. Maybe the Saracen would 
touch him and release him. Fan him and extinguish him. 
Thierry’s body responded, as it had responded to the 
servant girl, her firm white thighs, her behind brushing him 
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are... two different things.” A trade. The agreement. He 
clung to it, kept his body in check, kept himself from kissing 
the other or touching him. 


Abdul laughed softly, his breath spilling over Thierry’s neck. 
He traced the line of the other man’s jaw with his teeth, 
quite unable to help himself. “To eat and to savor the meal 
are two different things.” That hand squeezed, firm but still 
not rough, and his other arm came around Thierry’s hips, 
gripping his ass, pulling him more firmly against the 
opposite hand. 


Thierry was losing that cherished control; hands on the 
man’s shoulders, he pulled him closer, grinding against him. 
He couldn’t help it; the need forced him to act. 


He wanted to be touched. It would have been easier if he’d 
still been tied up, unable to defend himself, but Thierry 
knew he was fooling himself. If he were impervious to this, 
his body wouldn’t react. He wasn’t. He embraced the other, 
pulling him tight, flush against his body, with just that 
devious hand between them. 


The strong embrace forced the air from Abdul’s lungs, but 
he didn’t care, just turned his head again to kiss Thierry. 
There was no smugness, no triumph, just the same all- 
consuming desire and need. 


He was losing the advantage. He should get away, make 
Abdul wait, but this felt too good to be denied, and Thierry 
realised with astonishment just how much he liked this. The 
other man being a apostate, and an enemy, but that didn’t 
seem to matter. A prisoner with no guarantee he'd live, he 
thought, which only increased that need. He was still a/ive. 
If he was to be executed, this one sin could be forgiven. It 
had to be. 


Feeling the other’s desire, he realised that they were more 
alike than he’d thought. He 46 


returned the kiss, his hand moving to the other’s groin. The 
heat and hardness he found there aroused him more, and 
he gasped. 


It was one thing to know that he had made Thierry hard; 
another thing entirely to feel that hand on him, unprompted 
and willing. Abdul sucked in a breath through his teeth and 
rubbed against that hand, encouraging. As if pulling the 


thought from Thierry’s head, he whispered, “You see, we are 
not so different, you and I.” 


Thierry groaned and wanted to feel more skin. The 
outlandish garb was in the way; he wanted to be naked, on 
the bed and feeling more, doing more than this. He pulled 
back only to pull the clothes off, baring himself completely. 
There were no scars, no blemishes on his body but the 
bruises he’d received in the battle a few hours ago. 


His hands, lower arms, face were more tanned than the rest 
of his body, with just a little blond hair on his chest and 
trailing up to his navel. “Show me...” your body. | want to 
see. 


Abdul’s eyes were wide and unguarded, frank with lust and 
amazement. He had expected, hoped, that Thierry’s body 
would react, but this... 


He swallowed, nodded, but before he could make another 
move, a voice called from elsewhere in the camp, a musical 
word. 


Abdul almost spat. “The adhan.” He lurched forward, hands 
on Thierry’s bared skin, lips seeking the other man’s. “Stay. | 
will go out and pray, and then... then | will speak to 
Saladin.” As he had promised. But oh, it was hard to leave. 
He had no idea how he expected to speak to his master 
while his mind was still filled with this image, this fair young 
body. 
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Thierry laughed with exasperation rather than mockery. “Go, 
then.” Prayer was the last thing on his mind, and even if the 
urge to satisfy his need himself was almost overwhelming. 
The best way to calm himself was to pray. He pulled his 


breeches on and knelt down when he was alone, closing his 
ears and mind to the prayer Muslim call, and answering with 
his own prayers. Hoping God would hear him and spare his 
life, despite those sinful thoughts. Making his peace, reciting 
his sins, and finding solace in the age-old words. If he had to 
die, he wanted to be prepared. 


* OK OOK x 


Abdul left the tent certain that every man in the camp could 
see Thierry all over him, could smell him, sense him, even 
see Abdul’s thoughts, and he found that it was difficult to 
care in spite of his embarrassment. He joined the others in 
prayer as if nothing had happened, letting his mind settle 
from the tumultuous thoughts that plagued it, giving hima 
peace that only communion with Allah could give. 


That peace lasted only as long as the prayer did, however, 
and soon it was time to speak to Saladin. He steeled himself 
and wound his way through the camp to the grandest and 
most well-appointed tent at its center. Another advisor had 
already beaten him there, and he had to wait, giving his 
mind time to fill with thoughts of the Christian again. He 
found his mind curiously blank when it came time to speak 
to Saladin, and he was sure he would make a fool of himself. 


He returned to his own tent with an unsettling sense of 
cautious relief, though he wasn’t certain Thierry would feel 
the same way. 
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* OK OOK OX 


Abdul froze at the sight of Thierry, the familiar stance, the 
words of Christian prayer that he would never forget, no 
matter how hard he tried. Thierry’s lips moved in silence, no 


doubt repeating his prayers over and over, and he’d entered 
a contemplative trance as if he were in church, losing 
himself in prayer and service. The words formed in Abdul’s 
mind, unbidden. He clenched his fist against mimicking the 
sign of the cross, a nearly bred-in instinct, a gesture taught 
in earliest childhood. 


He wasn’t even bitter anymore. 


"Your will, domine,” Thierry murmured in Latin. Your will. Not 
mine. If you have decided I shall die, | will. He remained 
kneeling, steeling himself. 


Abdul felt himself sinking to his knees beside Thierry, hands 
on his thighs, regarding the other man with a cautious 
expression. “Here it is,” he said, forcing himself to be calm, 
be forthright. These next few moments mattered more than 
he would admit. 


“Saladin will not ransom you. But, he will spare you under 
one of these conditions: that you become a slave, my 
Slave...” He paused, allowing Thierry to absorb that option, 
as if being his slave would somehow soften the blow, “...or 
you join us. Convert, as | did.” 


Blood left Thierry’s face. Slavery. Or a fate worse than 
death: damnation. No other way. No way out. He’d lose his 
pride, his freedom, or his soul. He’d be the slave of no man. 
That meant he’d die. Thierry’s eyes closed. His faith was 
tested more than he could bear. Give me strength, he 
thought, over and over. Give me strength. 
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He nodded to himself, feeling a sickening fear for his life. 
“When do I need to decide? When do they kill the others?” 


My brethren. The Grand Master, even. God help him, he had 
no idea how to bear this. 


Abdul nearly turned away, unable to bear that stricken 
expression. Truly, Thierry did hate his adopted faith, enough 
to die to avoid it. He didn’t know why that troubled him so 
much, but it did; it left a raw, smoldering hole in his heart. 


He forced his voice to remain even. “In two days, when we 
return to Damascus,” 


he said, softly, not trusting himself to say it any louder. “We 
leave in the morning.” 


“Two days.” And why was dying harder if he had more time 
for it? Thierry reached over to touch Abdul—needed, right 
now, another to touch, to be close. Another living soul. “l 
don’t want to sleep,” he murmured. He pulled him close, 
pulled him into a tight embrace, so scared suddenly that his 
strength would leave him. 


Abdul couldn’t breathe with the pain in his chest; he 
understood, now. 


Understood that the tiny thread of hope that he had clung 
to, that this man he had grown to respect, that he had 
grown strangely fond of, had broken. He had hoped against 
hope that Thierry would somehow submit to the conditions. 
He had known better, and now... 


He sank into to the embrace, returned it, held Thierry’s head 
against his shoulder. “I will be here,” he murmured against 
the golden hair. “I will stay with you.” He drew in a rattling 
breath, determined to be steady, the pillar of strength for 
this man. 


Tears threatened Thierry’s pride, what was left of it, and he 
fought them. He couldn’t sob like a girl, had to, somehow, 
accept the verdict. He’d been prepared all his life for battle. 
He should have died in battle, or afterward, from his 
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this, whole in body, and without a sword in his hand. He 
couldn’t speak, didn’t want to, for what could he have said? 
He shook his head, desperate to wake up, to be told all 
would be well. The torturous thing was that it was his 
decision. That he could, still, live. 


Something lurched in Abdul when Thierry’s body tensed 
against his, threatening to cry. He had held more than one 
comrade while hurt or dying, but never an enemy. 


Somehow, that made it more meaningful, and more 
poignant. And he could do nothing, only hope to make this 
easier. Thierry was dying as surely as if he had been 
wounded. 


He pulled the other man toward the pallet that served as his 
camp bed, drawing him down. “I could...maybe | could make 
this better,” he whispered. “Easier.” Somehow. 


Thierry lay back, but held him close, almost clinging, as if 
Abdul was a protective shield. “How?” What easier ways 
were there? 


Abdul shook his head; he really didn’t know. There was no 
poison to be had in the camp, and any death involving a 
weapon would be messy, traumatic. Was there really any 
peaceful, easy way to die? “l'Il think of something. It’s 
better if you don’t know, maybe.” 


“You'd kill me... out of... mercy?” Thierry pulled back to look 
at him, frowning, to read his face, read his eyes. “If you 


could have me as your slave?” 


Abdul found he couldn’t summon much offense or irritation 
at the suspicious remark, but he could summon a little. He 
propped himself on his elbow and frowned. 


“You wouldn’t submit to being a slave, would you? Anyone’s 
Slave. | wouldn’t force you.” 


“No.” Warrior. Noble. Templar. He couldn’t. A servant of God. 
Thierry inhaled deeply, then closed his eyes. Living at that 
cost wasn’t worth it. Even if something inside him quivered 
with fear and cowardice. The warrior couldn’t bend, and the 
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give up God. The dual nature of his order cursed him to die. 
Saladin might have known that. Might know that those were 
no ways out. No ways to live for him. “There’s one thing... 
you can do.” He opened his eyes and studied Abdul. “Take 
my mind off dying.” 


Abdul nodded. That, he could do. He bent to kiss the other 
man, slow and thorough, then stood, shedding his clothing. 
His eyes never left Thierry as he let the fabric slide from his 
skin. His long body was battle-hardened, scarred, and the 
concealing robes hid a back and legs that were almost as 
pale as any Frank’s. The hair on his chest and belly was 
darker but no thicker than Thierry’s. 


He approached the pallet again slowly, as if inching toward 
a frightened animal, and lay on his side again. He began to 
understand, now, the nature of this night. 


“Insha’Allah,” he said softly. “God wills it, and we must 
Obey.” 


Thierry shed the breeches and inhaled deeply. Don’t think 
about death, he told himself. Think about... something else. 
He placed a hand on Abdul’s chest, thinking for a dizzying 
moment that this body was his for the night, not unlike the 
servant girl’s. He could kiss it and touch it and take pleasure 
from it. One sin. It wouldn’t condemn him to hell. He’d 
confessed his desire, just a little while ago. 


Abdul closed the distance between them, bodies pressing 
against one another as they kissed, letting Thierry feel the 
erection that was harder by the moment against his belly. 
Don't think. Don’t think. Nothing else. Only this. 


Thierry was grateful for the kiss, and pulled him close, 
embracing him, one hand moving down to touch the other, 
as intimate as if he were touching himself. No trade. 


He wanted this, even if that damned fear unmanned him, 
but he placed his hand around Abdul’s manhood and 
stroked him. 
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It had been so long, so long since another had touched him, 
and Abdul could only enjoy it, no instruction necessary. He 
simply lay there for a second, unable to focus on anything 
else, before he wrestled himself back to his senses. “Let me 
show you how good it can feel,” he whispered, and pushed 
Thierry onto his back, kissing down his chest, tongue flicking 
against his nipples and then downward, dipping into his 
navel, lower, then he lowered his head and ran his tongue 
along the underside of Thierry’s cock. 


Thierry gasped, his body responding immediately, the 
sensation as intense as it was forbidden. He’d never felt 
this. Never seen this, and somehow Abdul’s intrepid touch, 


still so gentle heated up his blood. His lips opened, and he 
arched towards the tongue, those lips. 


If nothing else, the Christian’s reaction made it completely 
worth it. Abdul lapped at the head of Thierry’s cock, his 
hands resting on Thierry’s hips, before he took the head in 
his mouth. 


Thierry groaned out loud. The heat and wetness the best 
thing he’d ever felt, apart from pushing into a woman when 
she was wet and begging. His stomach tightened, and he 
reached down to touch Abdul’s shoulder, the side of his 
throat, watching, fascinated by how the jaw moved. He 
wanted to close his eyes and concentrate on the sensation, 
but he didn’t want to miss that sight. 


Abdul didn’t need to be told that Thierry had never been 
with another man, and his unschooled reactions were utterly 
delightful. His hands gripped those trim hips, holding him in 
an odd, secure embrace, and he pressed his tongue against 
the underside, letting Thierry’s cock slide down into his 
throat. 
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“Ah!” Thierry shuddered when the throat closed around him, 
impossibly intimate and intense. This felt so good, it sped up 
his breath, and he didn’t care anymore if this was indeed 
sinful; it didn’t matter. “You're... you’re right, this is...” He 
grimaced with need. 


Abdul would have smiled if he could have; he saved the 
expression for when he withdrew and kissed the line of hair 
along Thierry’s lower belly. “The choice is yours... 


you can have more of this, or | can show you something 
else.” He wanted to do everything with this man, everything 


possible—but Thierry was young, not yet so controlled. 


“Anything.” Thierry’s expression was eager, and he ran both 
hands through Abdul’s hair, breathing deeply to slow his 
breath and try and compose himself. He’d never been a 
patient lover, but he understood that Abdul was taking his 
time, and slowly introduced him to things he’d never have 
contemplated. Kissing a man. Touching him. 


“Show me.” 


Abdul smiled, and found that he didn’t have to force it. The 
night was young, and all theirs. He stood to move the ewer 
closer, bringing along a soft cloth. “Close your eyes,” he 
whispered, and, starting from Thierry’s dusty face, began to 
wash him, understanding the luxury of water and 
cleanliness in the desert. 


Thierry closed his eyes while Abdul washed his face, then 
opened them again to watch him, moving a little to help, 
reveling in the refreshing dampness that removed the sweat 
and the dust. He felt tenderness, which made his heart 
ache, at the care with which Abdul cleaned him. “I... feel 
ashamed,” he said, softly. “For... thinking that you’d force 


"m 


me... 
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Abdul shook his head, unable to meet Thierry’s gaze for a 
moment lest he see the depth of expression in those pale 
eyes. He watched the water run in rivulets over Thierry’s 
chest and followed them with the cloth, leaning in now and 
again and flicking his tongue to catch droplets. He took his 
time, watching the skin shine in the dimness, and it seemed 
that an entirely new Thierry was revealed to him from 
beneath the dust. 


Fresh, clean, naked as an infant. Reborn. Such a shame he 
had so little time... the things Abdul could have done with 
such a strong, eager young lover, watching him discover 
new wonders, new sensations, new intimacy, at their 
leisure. “No,” he said softly. “No shame. You didn’t know,” 
he said simply. 


“I didn’t...” Thierry took his head and pulled him up into a 
kiss, exploring his mouth with his tongue and pressing 
against him. Would it really be so bad to be this man’s 
Slave? Would it even feel like slavery? With the care the 
other took? How much he wanted to please him? But that 
way lay anguish. Not a thought he could consider. 


He reached for Abdul’s cock, more assured now, more 
reckless, and pushed him onto his back, mimicking what 
Abdul had done to him, the kisses downwards, a few drops 
running from his shoulders and neck onto Abdul’s skin. 
“I'd... ask you what your name was...” 


Abdul hadn’t expected that touch; his intent had been to 
relax Thierry, to please him, and the last thing he expected 
was reciprocation from an innocent virgin. He drew ina 
breath and shivered, temporarily distracted by the warm 
mouth and cool water on his skin. “My name is Abdul Basir,” 
he said gently, though he understood what Thierry had 
meant. 
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Thierry grinned at that. “Abdul.” He looked down at the 
man’s cock, slid deeper and did what the other had done— 
took it between his lips, surprised by the smooth texture, 
and glanced up to see in Abdul’s eyes whether he was doing 
this right. 


Abdul smiled down at him, half-amused and half-touched by 
his hesitation. He stroked Thierry’s hair back from his face, a 
tender gesture that was not at all like him. 


“That feels good,” he whispered. Knowing the younger man 
was eager to please, he added, “Suck on it, lick it. Don’t 
take it into your throat; it takes practice.” 


Thierry used his tongue to explore the head, the smooth 
Skin all around, but especially the head, which tasted 
differently, and he pushed down a bit more, sucking on it 
like on a piece of pomegranate, eyes closed, one hand on 
Abdul’s thigh. He wanted to please, feel, experience, 
understand what it was he was feeling, what he wanted. 
And reciprocate. 


“Ah.” Abdul’s thighs tensed beneath Thierry’s hand, and his 
fingers tightened in his hair. “Ah, yes.” He drew in a long 
breath, willing himself to remain controlled. No matter how 
long it had been, he was no virgin, and he wanted to make 
this last. He grinned down at Thierry. “Are you sure you 
haven’t done this before?” 


Thierry pulled back, grinned. “Yes.” He licked his lips, ran his 
hands up, and then down Abdul’s body. “I’ve never been 
with a man.” He swallowed. “Women, yes, but...they are 
different.” 


Abdul laughed softly, a low, melodic sound. He could tell 
Thierry’s inexperience well enough, but it would sound like 
mocking to say so. “So | have heard. I’ve never been with a 
woman.” 
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“No?” Thierry was surprised, but then, how much did he 
really know about this man? He still didn’t know why he’d 


left his own faith, his own people behind. He moved up, 
keeping his weight off Abdul, but covering his body with his 
own and looked down at him, eye to eye. “Then it’s true 
what they say about the Saracens. They are sodomites.” 


An arched eyebrow took the sting out of the word. “They say 
Saracens treat boys like women.” 


This only made Abdul laugh harder, suddenly struck with the 
humor of the ignorance in that statement rather than the 
offense. Only a little while ago he would have been 
defensive, but he found it almost endearing now. “If they 
are all sodomites, how then would they breed more 
Saracens?” he asked. 


Thierry noticed that Abdul had said ‘they’, not ‘us’ and 
wondered just how much of this man was still who he’d 
been, before. “I don’t know. There are... two... in the order. | 
think. They are monks, so...” They weren’t expected to sire 
children anyway. Or marry. It seemed confusing and 
complicated. “Touch me. | want to feel more.” 


Abdul complied, gladly, and put his arms around Thierry, 
kissing him deeply, hands roaming, unable to get enough of 
just touching him. “This,” he murmured when they parted 
for air, “is me. | am neither Frank nor Saracen. l am a 
servant of Allah who lives with others who serve him. | am 
only one man.” 


“As | am a Templar.” But they shared this, whatever else 
they were. Thierry kissed everything he could reach: Abdul’s 
face, his throat, his neck, his chest, and he lowered himself, 
keeping most of his weight off, but brushing Abdul’s body, 
rubbing against it. He was growing impatient for more, 
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the touches there, the leisurely pace only increasing the 
curiosity and desire, a slow-burning fire. “I have brethren. 
They are my family. Do you? You should.” 


Abdul opened his mouth to answer, then paused. Did he? 
Would he call his fellow Muslims family? He lived with them, 
he had watched some of them get injured and some of them 
die, had seen their tears and their triumphs. If he was never 
quite like them, it wasn’t their fault. It was his. “They are my 
brothers in Allah,” he said softly. 


“Yes, they are my family.” But here, too, was something. 
Somehow, the bond between two relative strangers had 
grown strong enough for this, a mutual trust and affection 
born in so little time, with so little time left. But that was the 
way it was, in war. Always so little time. 


Abdul slid out from under the other man and gently pressed 
him down onto his stomach. He rose then and crossed the 
tent, crouching before his pack, before he produced a vial. 
He returned to Thierry and knelt beside him. “You want 
more?” he asked, confirming one last time. 


“Yes.” Thierry was flat on his belly, erection pressed into the 
bed, cloth rough against him, hands pulling a pillow closer 
to keep from touching himself. He looked at Abdul, studying 
his body, his face, committing it all to memory, even if that 
Same memory would be soon eradicated. 


Abdul met his eyes, and for a moment his own were 
unguarded, filled with tenderness and compassion. To think 
of this beautiful body lying slack and cold, those eyes 
filmed, that voice silenced, that courageous soul fled... 


No. 
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Abdul bent to kiss the small of his back and then moved 
downward, kissing and nibbling his cheeks. “I’m going to 
touch you,” he said, his voice still trembling ever so slightly 
even though he had forced his body into steadiness. 
“Relax.” He nudged Thierry’s legs further apart and reached 
between them, teasing his balls. 


Thierry lifted his hips, laughing. He felt ridiculously exposed 
like this, but the laughter turned into a moan when Abdul 
touched him like that. He opened his legs further, pulling 
one knee up and to the side. He propped himself up on his 
elbows and let his head hang. 


Abdul felt the laugh travel through Thierry’s body and 
smiled, eyes traveling along the length of him to that mop 
of shining hair. “You look... beautiful like this,” he murmured, 
barely audible. He spread Thierry’s cheeks and touched his 
tongue to the entrance, a gentle prodding. 


Thierry jerked—that touch felt completely forbidden, but so 
intense, something he couldn’t even have imagined. Places 
nobody had ever touched—but nevertheless, it was 
welcome; his body reacted enthusiastically, and he 
struggled not to ask for more. 


Then, why not? If he was to die for his faith, at least he 
could break all those rules, especially when they weren’t 
rules. Better to be with a brother. |f men of the order broke 
them... and some of those men had been just as Bernard of 
Clairvaux had written, gentle like lambs and fierce like 
lions... then he would be forgiven. He was no saint. “If that’s 
touching, touch me more...” he said, breathless. 


“Be patient.” The admonishment was impossibly gentle, and 
so was the tongue, moving in tiny circles while Abdul’s hand 
remained on his balls, idly toying with them. 


Finally the tongue breached him. 
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Thierry gasped, shuddering by now, thoughts wiped out as 
that touch became even more intense. His hands dug into 
the sheets, and the hand on his balls just increased the 
pleasure. Both together were driving him insane; patience 
wasn’t his strongest virtue. Temperance. This wasn’t. This 
was just too good, and he struggled to grasp just why and 
what it did to him. 


Abdul smiled, feeling triumphant without smugness. He 
found he loved Thierry’s reactions, unschooled, unprompted 
and eager in the way only a virgin could be. He fucked 
Thierry with his tongue, slowly, then pressed his index finger 
gently against his entrance. “More?” 


“Yes. Yes.” Thierry curved his spine. His body craved the 
touch, and if he’d been able to open any further, he would 
have. “More.” 


Abdul could do nothing but comply, but as he dribbled 
yarrow oil, he watched Thierry, straining, eager. It was 
unexpected, after the indifferent way he had offered his 
body as a bribe. And it was so, so much better than forcing. 


He circled Thierry’s opening with one slick finger and then 
pushed it inside, slowly. “Relax,” he said softly. 


Thierry didn’t need to be told that; few things scared him, 
and this was not one of them. Abdul didn’t, and not what 
was happening here. A slight stretch, that was it, an 
unknown feeling more than unpleasant. More insistent than 
that tongue, and he just nodded, indicating, that, yes, more 
was still what he wanted. 


Abdul couldn’t help but smile in admiration and a sudden 
swell of strange affection. Thierry would not flinch; he wore 
the same expression of placid concentration he had when 
standing up to argue with Abdul, even though now the 
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vastly different. He slid the finger deeper, moved it in and 
out slowly, then deeper still, to touch that spot for which 
head no name. 


Thierry flinched at that sudden /ntense feeling, somewhere 
between an ache and a pain, but it raced through his whole 
body. 


Abdul knew exactly what he was feeling, had done this 
deliberately and watched him close. Breathlessly, Thierry 
grinned, then nodded. “More.” Teasing. Challenging. 


Abdul quirked an eyebrow, his smile growing more amused 
and more predatory. 


He kissed one smooth cheek, then added a second finger, 
still moving slowly, allowing Thierry to get used to the 
sensation. There would be no pain here, and as little 
discomfort as he could manage. 


Thierry had had much worse from the old master of arms, 
returning from his testing grounds with a body black and 
blue from hits with the blunt training weapons. He laughed 
tonelessly; there was no other way to deal with the 
sensation, this mad pleasure that set his body alight with 
desire. “Unlike... unlike... anything,” he muttered, groaning. 


That laugh went straight through Abdul, and hoped he’d 
hear more of it, if only so he could commit it to memory. He 
found himself smiling in response, unable to hold a morose 
thought in his head. He began to move the fingers, more 


insistently, brushing that spot now and again. “Yes, | know. 
You should see yourself. You are so beautiful, and all for 
me,” 


Thierry pushed back against the fingers when the pressure 
let up, instinct ruling his body now, and he understood that 
bond of those two brethren that people whispered shared 
much more than brotherly affection. Understood their 
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when they believed they weren’t being watched. “I had no 
idea what | was offering, but this...” This is nothing to 
bargain with. This is something to beg for. 


“Yes,” Abdul whispered. “This isn’t all of it, either.” A third 
finger now, and he felt Thierry’s reactions as much as he 
watched them, looking for any tension, any sign of 
discomfort. He knew well the experience of being lost ina 
haze of pleasure, but he would not cause this beautiful 
creature pain or harm. 


The stretch was now noticeable, but it didn’t cause any 
visible reaction; Thierry enjoyed this too much, grateful for 
the intense pleasure, and the way it took all darkness from 
his mind. It was clearly sinful, of the devil, but so were other 
things. God would forgive him. The arousal never faded, and 
Thierry moaned with nothing but pleasure, very nearly too 
incoherent to speak. 


Satisfied that Thierry could take it, Abdul withdrew his 
fingers and moved into a crouch behind him. He coated his 
own cock with oil, hissing as the friction of his hand made it 
ache with need. He closed his eyes for a moment, wrestling 
himself back into control, then adjusted Thierry’s hips again 
and pressed the head of his cock against the entrance. 
“Here it is,” he whispered. “Are you ready?” 


“Yes!” Thierry laughed, hoarsely. He was no virgin on her 
marriage bed. Sodomy. 


This was the real sin, wasn’t it? Lie with a man as though he 
were a woman, or something like that. Well, he was no 
woman, and he didn’t think Abdul mistook him for one. 
“More... more than ready.” 


Abdul nodded, satisfied both with Thierry’s eagerness and 
his readiness. A distant part of him wondered where he had 
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him so thoroughly earlier. He pushed inside, groaning 
breathlessly at the virgin tightness. 


Now, this was different. Deeper than fingers, more solid, and 
Thierry relished the slight burn, reckless in acceptance, 
reckless in finding pleasure. He moaned, let his head hang, 
lips open. He allowed Abdul to decide, steer his body, 
trusting the man and not pulling away from what little 
discomfort remained. 


Abdul felt that body accept him, surrendering, trusting him 
the way he never would have expected, the way he didn’t 
think anyone had ever trusted him before. He stood still for 
a moment, just feeling, breathing, and then began to move, 
gripping Thierry’s hips. 


Thierry couldn’t help the groan, didn’t want to, knew they’d 
be an image of debauchery for anybody entering the tent 
now, and the thin tent walls likely gave away what was 
happening inside: a conqueror taking his pleasure from the 
conquered. But Abdul wasn’t thinking about any 
eavesdroppers, wasn’t thinking about anything but Thierry, 
here and now. Abdul’s preference for men was an ill-kept 
secret, but no one begrudged him as long as they didn’t see 
it, as if the concealing canvas somehow made it readily 


acceptable. He took his time, willing himself to last, not 
wanting this to be over, ever, wanting to treasure and savor 
this strange intimacy as long as he could. Even so, he 
couldn’t last forever. He reached to stroke Thierry, his hand 
firm, squeezing, as if to share the sensation of tightness. 


It was true that Thierry surrendered, but not in the way 
anybody else would have understood. He, in his own way, 
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demanded, and there was no shame in it and no guilt. Not 
with that savage pleasure building inside him at every 
movement of the other. 


Thierry arched, thrusting into the hand, and back against 
Abdul; whatever he did, whatever movement, everything 
was pleasure, desire, need, as though his body wasn’t his 
anymore, as though something possessed him, a great 
secret that only his flesh knew, tantalizing him to explore it, 
learn it, make it his own. 


No longer as concerned that he would hurt Thierry, Abdul let 
himself enjoy the experience, enjoy the man as Thierry was 
clearly enjoying himself. His thumb flicked over the head 
with each stroke, firm and insistent. He didn’t want to close 
his eyes, wanted to see every jerk and ripple of muscle in 
Thierry’s body, every expression half-concealed by his hair. 
His own orgasm took him by surprise, and he stroked 
Thierry frantically before he lost control. 


That—the touch and the strong thrusts into him built up the 
pleasure to a sharp edge, like the blade of a dagger, as keen 
and bright; the release was painful, breathtaking, every 
muscle tight and tense; it was like falling, uncontrolled, a 
rush, then calm and exhaustion after long, excruciating 
moments of abandon. 


Abdul held him tight, as if he could somehow absorb 
Thierry’s pleasure and share his own, delighting in the way 
their bodies shuddered against one another, out of control, 
spasming. He sank down onto the bed, panting, his face 
pressed against Thierry’s neck, a wild possessiveness 
overtaking him. He wanted to keep this man, hold him, for 
as long as he could. 


Thierry reached behind him, laughing at his own emotions 
and what had just happened, but not because it was 
ridiculous, merely because the tension left him now. 
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He didn’t attempt to turn yet, satisfied and tired, seemingly 
drifting. Then he slowly sobered and roused himself. He 
didn’t want to sleep the night away. He shifted, getting 
Abdul to roll off him, and he then turned to face the man, his 
face flushed and gleaming with sweat. 


Everything Thierry did seemed striking, beautiful; the 
expression in his eyes snagged in Abdul’s mind and held 
fast, a sight he would remember forever. He kissed Thierry 
and murmured against his lips, “Better than what | had 
planned.” 


“You had nothing planned,” Thierry said. “Or maybe you did, 
but it was no firm plan, it was just an idea you had, and you 
just didn’t do it.” He grinned. “Force me? For this? You’d 
have needed several guards to hold me.” Youthful boasting, 
but Thierry believed it. Even though Abdul was strong, he’d 
not been a match for him when they’d fought. 


Abdul laughed and pushed himself back up to crouch over 
Thierry, pinning him to the pallet, pressing him down as if to 
demonstrate. “Do you think so?” he murmured in the other 
man’s ear, teasing more than mocking. “I may not have had 


a plan, but | could have taken you. | offered my hospitality, 
and therefore | wouldn’t fight you.” 


“Then you were a fool. An honorable fool.” Thierry grinned 
at him and kissed his neck, his shoulder. “Did you tell them 
to get you a pretty one? Or just any Templar would do?” 


Abdul’s eyes glinted, appreciating the sharp-tongued humor. 
He propped himself on his elbows. “One with pale hair. | like 
pale hair. You’re pretty, too, and that helps. 


Though I daresay you know that.” 
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“Yes, | imagine pale hair is something quite rare where you 
live now.” Thierry’s grin softened into a smile. “And then 
what? What would you have done? Kept me tied to the 
pole?” 


Abdul wondered idly why Thierry wanted to know this. He 
traced the fine golden brows as he had earlier, when Thierry 
was asleep. “I would have sent you back to your brethren.” 


“After you’d fucked me.” Thierry gave that some thought, 
but couldn’t imagine him now as an enemy. Then to be 
executed. What a grim fate. Would he even have been able 
to confess to the others what had happened to him? Could 
he now? 


Abdul did his best not to cringe. It seemed brutal, now, and 
he was disgusted by the thought of taking this man 
unwilling, using him and throwing him away. “Yes.” 


“The next one, Abdul. Don’t.” Thierry looked him straight in 
the eye. “This is a gift. 


Don't...” Make it any less, he wanted to say, but his voice 
faltered. “There will be more battles, and more... prisoners, 
and...” You are in a position where you can do whatever you 
like. “The Christians are still your brothers. | have two 
brothers with the order.” 


Not for the first time, Abdul knew shame for what he did, 
and what he was, but this was the first time he’d ever felt 
this kind of shame, as if he’d somehow let Thierry down. He 
averted his eyes for a moment, then met Thierry’s again. “| 
won't,” he said finally, surprising himself with his conviction. 
“Not that way. Hospitality.” 


Thierry smiled at him and kissed him on the forehead. “God 
bless you,” he murmured, blinking a few times, because the 
fear was back, but at least he was not alone. “l'Il pray for 
you and me both.” 
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Abdul put his hand on the side of the other man’s face, 
frowning, then the expression smoothed and he nodded. 
“Will you not consider other options?” 


“I have. | want to live...” Thierry’s vision blurred again, and 
he was ashamed of his weakness. He just hoped he’d have 
the strength not to break down and cry when the moment 
came. Begging for his life when the decision was already 
made would be a stain on the order’s reputation, and open 
him for nothing but scorn. There was no room for mercy 
anymore. “Because I’m too much of a coward to die.” 


Abdul let out a humorless, incredulous laugh. “No,” he said 
softly. “You are not a coward, Thierry de la Tour Rouge.” 


“Lam.” Thierry swallowed hard, feeling suddenly lost. “I... | 
can’t become a traitor, and a slave. Even your slave... | just 


can’t. I'd lose my honor. What would people think? 


‘That is the man who chose slavery over standing with his 
brethren?’ If they die, what right do | have to live?” 


Abdul could think of nothing to say to that. He watched 
Thierry’s face, feeling despair creep in like a night’s chill. He 
drew in a steadying breath and kissed Thierry; there was 
nothing else he could do. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m 
sorry.” 


Thierry nodded, mutely, then burrowed his face in Abdul’s 
shoulder, drawing what strength he could from the 
closeness and the silence. If only they’d met under different 
circumstances. Maybe in Brittany, where they both hailed 
from. No order, no war in a distant land, no masters 
ordering them to die. 


Abdul held him as if he could shield the other man from 
what lay ahead. He kissed Thierry’s hairline over and over. 
“God will keep you,” he whispered, struggling to keep the 
panic from his voice. “I promise.” 
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Thierry fought the cowardice, a silent, grim battle, grimmer 

than any fight he’d ever been in. He wanted to ask Abdul to 

make sure his body would be buried in consecrated soil, but 
he didn’t want to ask such a gruesome thing of him. It would 
be best if Abdul forgot. And, besides, this was the holy land, 
the land of prophecy. Every stone, every speck of dust, was 

holy and consecrated with the blood of Christ. 


Abdul touched his forehead to Thierry’s and met his eyes, 
his gaze steady even if his breathing wasn’t. “Tell me what | 
can do for you. | want to do something.” Needed to do 
something. It wasn’t just a matter of honor, not anymore. 


He could call this man a friend. He could /ove this man, as a 
brother... as something else. If only there were more time. 


“Let them read mass for my soul.” It would mean a donation 
to the church. 


“Speak a prayer for me.” Thierry found it near impossible to 
speak. 


Abdul closed his eyes, then opened them again, a fierce 
determination overtaking his despair. “I will. | will see it 
done. Whatever you ask, | will do it. It’s the least | can do.” 


“Thank you.” Thierry inhaled his scent, feeling closer to this 
man than to any of his brethren or his family. Despite the 
fact he knew nothing about him. What he did know, though, 
was that Abdul was a man who gave water to the thirsty 
and who had touched him in ways that still made his soul 
Shiver. God could not hate a man like this. 


“If | could save your soul...” 


Abdul shook his head slowly. “My soul is in the hands of 
Allah, who is merciful. | am not a noble man, and yet I think, 
| hope, | serve him well. Please do not worry on my behalf.” 
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“Yes.” Thierry kissed him again, a gentle, but chaste kiss. 
He’d surely break if he allowed the passion to grow again. 
He’d made his peace; his matters were put in order, 
confessions taken, prayers spoken. There was nothing he 
had to do now but wait, endure the time, breathing as he 
knew that his breaths were numbered. But then, every 
creature had a time assigned. He only happened to know 
his. “Tell me, what man are you, Abdul?” 


Abdul considered that in solemn concentration for a 
moment, and the expression made him seem years 
younger. “I... am me. Born in Brittany, raised in Tiberias and 
Jerusalem. | am Abdul Basir.” He shrugged, an eloquent lift 
of his shoulders. 


“Everything else, | can’t explain.” 


“I’m just curious... you remind me of home, but you are... ‘ 


alienus’,” Thierry said in Latin. Foreign. Strange. Apart. 


A tiny, wry smile curved Abdul’s lips but did not reach his 
eyes, which were wistful, knowing. “Yes,” he said softly. “l 
know. In truth, | belong to no one.” He met Thierry’s eyes. 
“Except, | think, you, tonight.” 


“So am |. Hovering between life and death,” Thierry 
murmured. “I actually believed Jerusalem would be like the 
priest said. Gates of jewels, everything made from gold. | 
thought angels were guarding its battlements. But when | 
arrived, it was just a city. And it needed me to man that 
fortress. They laughed at me.” He pulled a face, then 
grinned. “Like a peasant dragged from his hovel, blinking at 
the sun.” 


Abdul’s wry expression turned genuine at that grin. He 
couldn't help it; it was simply contagious. “My old tutor had 
a fondness for Greek philosophy. Do you know Plato?” 
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“I’ve heard old men discuss it, but | was always out, 
hunting, or fighting, and | was more interested in the stories 
of battles and saints than in philosophy.” Thierry had always 
assumed it was a thing for old men and he’d do that when 
his hair turned grey and he was too old to fight. “What did 
he say?” 


“They call it the Allegory of the Cave,” Abdul said, smiling 
wider at the thought of a young Thierry, running wild on his 
family’s land. “Plato said that we are all prisoners of the 
cave, chained facing a wall and only able to see shadows of 
those things that pass in front of the fire at the cave’s 
entrance. He encouraged his students to break free of those 
chains, to turn and face the light, so that they may see the 
true forms of reality rather than just shadows.” 


“But | have seen Jerusalem!” Thierry said. “The real one. Is 
that looking outside the cave? Or what do you mean?” 


“Not seeing Jerusalem itself, no,” Abdul said. “But you have 
seen now the reality of Jerusalem, the reality of this war. You 
did come out of the cave. You saw that Jerusalem is just a 
city. We are just men. And yet all this is so much more.” 


“The holy city.” Golgatha. Mount Joie. Bethlehem. The 
Temple district, where the Templars had their headquarters. 
Armageddon would be fought just outside the gates. 


The dead would rise there first. 
Abdul nodded. “And yet, we are still just men.” 
Thierry looked at him quizzically. “What do you mean?” 


Abdul smiled. “Just as | say. We are men, fighting a war for 
God. Do you think it strange?” 
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A voice of rebellion rose in Thierry, and his face turned to 
the side, the deep frown back on his features. A war for God. 
What, the voice asked, was a human doing in a god’s war? 
And, above all, why would God require him to die? But He’d 
sacrificed his own son for the sins of the world. But Thierry’s 


death... his death saved not a single soul. Thierry balked at 
the thought. 


Another day, any other day, Abdul would have been smugly 
satisfied to see Thierry reconsider, to turn and begin to see 
something other than shadows. Now, though, he felt only 
sorrow, though he could not know what went on in Thierry’s 
head. 


He turned the other man’s face back to meet his gaze. “You 
fight for your beliefs, and your faith. That is noble. It is 
right.” 


“I'll stand with my brethren.” Thierry seemed more collected 
now, no more wracked by fear. He’d face it, straight on. He 
would not turn from God, wouldn’t betray what he fervently 
believed in, and in that knowledge, he felt peace. His 
brethren were just as real as the sun-glaring walls of 
Jerusalem. “For them.” 


Abdul drew in a slow breath, taking heart from Thierry’s 
determination and pushing away the desperate pleas that 
rose in his throat. “As well you should.” He touched Thierry’s 
cheek. “I wish that | could do more, for today, /have found a 
brother.” 


“And you are mine.” Thierry clasped his hand and smiled at 
him. “I will go in peace.” 


* OK OOK OX 


Abdul did not doubt those words, at that moment or hours 
later, when the dawn adhan was called and he knew he was 
parting from Thierry for the last time. He simply rose, his 
body working mechanically, turned his face away and then 
his body while he 71 


dressed, and left, his throat too tight for words, the musical 
call to prayer filling his head. 


He told the guards to take the Templar to his brethren. As he 
knelt to pray with his Muslim brethren, all placid and 
reverent, he closed his eyes, silently calling out to God, 
Allah, to keep him, keep them. The wild, desperate part of 
him wanted to beg Allah to save Thierry, to spare the life 
that was too noble and good to be lost from the world, to 
rage against them and ask them why, but he knew he would 
receive no answers. Allah did not explain Himself to mortals. 
He would need to figure out the reason by himself. 


They broke camp and traveled to Damascus; Saladin had 
the more than two hundred captive Templars paraded 
through the streets, celebrating his resounding victory with 
the rest of the city. 


Many gathered to see the Templars, the enemy, get what 
they deserved. Some of them had begged Saladin to be 
allowed to kill a Templar, for the sheer, fierce satisfaction of 
it. Abdul was grateful that no one approached him to offer 
the same. 


A few Templars balked at the sight of death. They threw 
themselves to the ground, begging for their lives, 
foreswearing their faith. The other Templars watched the 
apostates with stony faces; a few prayed, others gave away 
nothing, armored in disdain and arrogance. 


Thierry was in the last group to be executed. He had to 
watch the rest of his brethren die, never Knowing when he 
would join them, perhaps hoping, Now. Surely now. 


Abdul forced himself to watch, rigid and stony-faced, as they 
were beheaded in groups, their bodies piling high; they 
would be tossed into a dug-out, servants stood ready with 


lime to cover them before earth and sand would hide them 
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unmarked grave. He forced himself to watch as Thierry was 
led, hands bound, chin high, an impossible peace in his 
features. He fought, selfishly, to catch his eye, to somehow 
absorb that calm, but those gray eyes were distant, cast far 
outward or deep inward, drawing on some reserve of 
courage Abdul knew he would never have. 


He forced himself to watch Thierry kneel, Knowing it was not 
submission but obeisance. He forced himself to watch that 
body slump, like the rest, toward the sodden sand. He could 
not watch it land, could not see his brother plummet to 
earth. He turned, blindly, to face Saladin. The lean figure, 
clad in black, sat upright on a dais, hands spread, black 
eyes gleaming. Unerringly, he turned to meet Abdul’s eyes. 


We are men, fighting God’s war. Do you think it strange? 


Abdul wanted to rage at him, cry, Why could you not simply 
show mercy? Not even to that man, who was better than 
me, better than so many of us? You would have liked him. 
You would have respected him. 


Later, scholars would say that joy shone from Saladin’s face. 
Abdul knew his master well. His expression changed when 
he looked upon Abdul, his advisor, the outsider, in whose 
veins ran the same blood as that of the Templars’, which 
now stained the ground. Only Abdul caught the tilt of 
Saladin’s head, a nod of acknowledgement, of acceptance. 
The man had a way of looking through Abdul, seeing who he 
really was. 


Always, though, Saladin had remained impenetrable, 
unreadable. Until now. 


Abdul understood. That expression was not joy, but grim 
satisfaction. Saladin had done this for his people, for him. It 
said, / have served Allah. | have done what I must do, and so 
have they. 


Abdul 

understood. 
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DOMINUS 


By G.S. Wiley 


Roman patrician Meridius is wealthy, refined, erudite. 
He has the ear of the Emperor and is the epitome of 
Roman class, and he likes nothing more than to be 
debased at the hands of the uncultured and barbaric 
General Gallus. When Gallus calls on Meridius to help 
influence the Emperor, Meridius has to decide 
whether Gallus is good for more than just a rough roll 
in the hay, and whether he is willing to risk the 
Roman Empire based on the general's word. 


Warning: This story contains explicit language, graphic 
male/male sex, rough sex and anal sex. 


Excerpt From DOMINUS: 


The General smelled like a dead horse and looked like one, 

too. His eyes were bloodshot and red-rimmed and his beard 
was wild and unkempt. Stray twigs and leaves were caught 
up in his hair, as if he thought they may prove useful later. 

Three years had 77 


passed since the General was last in Rome, and Marcus 
Decimus Meridius doubted the man had bathed in all that 
time. 


“The barbarians are amassing in the north.” The General, 
Marcellus Gallus, grunted. The council was assembled ina 
stuffy airless tent, on a former battlefield outside the city. 
Meridius was only there to sit at the right hand of his 
godfather the Emperor. His job was to look thoughtful and 
interested and pretend he was learning how to rule. Instead, 
Meridius watched Gallus and imagined how it would feel to 


have all that brutish, stinking masculinity pushed up against 
him, pressing the breath out of his lungs as Gallus fucked 
him into oblivion. 
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